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notion	 of	 the	 medium,	 presenting	 ways	 of	 making	 his	 approach	 productive	 for	 the	
examination	of	contemporary	cinema.	As	case	studies,	I	have	chosen	films	associated	
with	the	Berlin	School,	a	group	of	contemporary	German	filmmakers	whose	material	
realism	 strikes	me	 as	 ideally	 suited	 for	 discussions	 in	 relation	 to	 Kracauer’s	material	
aesthetics.		
This	 is	 what	 I	 aim	 to	 do	 in	 this	 study:	 bringing	 together	 Kracauer’s	 idea	 of	
cinema’s	 redemptive	 potential	 for	 re-experiences	 of	 the	 material	 world	 with	
contemporary	realist	filmmaking.	However,	I	do	not	consider	Theory	of	Film	a	dogmatic	
manual	of	cinematic	 realism	but	an	open	text	 that	 raises	significant	 issues	about	 the	
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Professor	Rolf	Lindner	and	Professor	Ulrich	Steinmüller,	for	their	long-lasting	inspiration	
and	support.	






















notion	 of	 the	 medium,	 presenting	 ways	 of	 making	 his	 approach	 productive	 for	 the	
examination	of	contemporary	cinema.	As	case	studies,	I	have	chosen	films	associated	
with	the	Berlin	School,	a	group	of	contemporary	German	filmmakers	whose	material	
realism	 strikes	me	 as	 ideally	 suited	 for	 discussions	 in	 relation	 to	 Kracauer’s	material	
aesthetics.		
Chapter	 1	 is	 intended	 to	 introduce	 Kracauer’s	material	 aesthetics,	 as	well	 as	
contextualise	 his	 approach	 both	 historically	 and	within	 current	 debates.	 Throughout	








human	 subjectivity.	 However,	 for	 Kracauer	 the	 medium’s	 ability	 to	 render	 visible	
physical	 reality	 is	 not	 simply	 given	 but	 needs	 to	 be	 achieved;	 it	 requires	 a	 strong	
adherence	to	the	material	world	on	the	part	of	the	filmmaker.	
The	second	chapter	aims	to	familiarise	us	with	a	group	of	German	directors	who	












chapters	 examine	 significant	 characteristics	 of	 Berlin	 School	 cinema	 in	 relation	 to	
Kracauer’s	material	aesthetics.	In	these	three	chapters,	the	focus	lies	on	the	analysis	of	
the	following	six	films:	Angela	Schanelec’s	Marseille	(2004),	Thomas	Arslan’s	Der	schöne	













on	 the	 other	 hand,	 by	 a	 strong	 awareness	 of	 form,	 “a	 conscious	 rendering	 and	
modification	 of	 theoretically	 and	 film	 historically	 derived	methods.”1	Crucially,	 both	
Kracauer’s	 conception	of	 the	medium	and	 the	Berlin	School	 filmmakers’	practice	are	
aimed	at	rendering	the	material	phenomena	(re-)presented	in	filmic	images	and	sounds	
indeterminate	(in	order	to	support	the	associative	nature	of	the	film	experience).		





being.	 In	 stark	 contrast	 to	 psychological	 practices	 of	 realism,	 Berlin	 School	 films,	 I	
																																																						




among	 objects,”	 as	 suggested	 by	 Kracauer—and	 present	 them	 as	 opaque	 strangers	
whom	we	are	allowed	to	get	to	know,	but	only	to	a	certain	extent.	This	strangeness	(or	
ambiguity)	 around	 the	human	characters	 is	 achieved	by	a	 combination	of	 strategies,	



































	 	 	 	 	 										 														SIEGFRIED	KRACAUER2	
	
As	 outlined	 in	 the	 introduction,	 the	 theoretical	 focal	 point	 of	 this	 study	 is	 Siegfried	
Kracauer’s	 conception	 of	 cinema,	 and	 particularly	 his	 volume	 Theory	 of	 Film:	 The	














Balázs	 and	 Jean	 Epstein,	 among	 others,	 who	 in	 various	 ways	 helped	 to	 define	 the	
specifics	of	the	filmic	medium	(and	distinguish	it	from	the	traditional	arts).	These	recent	
reappraisals	 of	 several	 proponents	 of	 classical	 film	 theory	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 a	
response	 to	 the	 fundamental	 transformations	 in	 cinema	 triggered	 by	 the	medium’s	
digitisation.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 these	 ongoing	 changes	 on	 the	 level	 of	 (post)production,	







has	 therefore	 been	 seen	 as	 beneficial	 for	 current	 attempts	 to	 reflect	 on	 cinema’s	
changing	condition.	
The	 rediscovery	 of	 Kracauer’s	work,	 and	 in	 particular	 his	writings	 on	 cinema,	
becomes	apparent	in	the	numerous	monographs	and	collected	essays	that	have	been	
published	 in	 the	 last	 five	 years	 alone,	 offering	 considerations	 of	 both	 historic	 and	
present	 issues.3	In	 addition	 to	 these	 recent	 publications,	 scholars’	 engagement	with	
Kracauer’s	 film	 theory	 is	 also	 shown	 by	 international	 conferences	 such	 as	Where	 Is	
Frankfurt	Now?	at	the	Goethe	University	in	Frankfurt	(August	2014)	or	Errettung	oder	
Erlösung	 der	Wirklichkeit?	 Film,	 Geschichte	 und	 Politik	 bei	 Siegfried	 Kracauer	 at	 the	
International	Research	Center	 for	Cultural	 Studies	 in	Vienna	 (March	2016),	 symposia	
which	explored	the	contemporaneity	of	approaches	to	cinema	from	thinkers	associated	
with	 the	Frankfurt	 School	of	Critical	 Theory	 (with	 several	panels	 focussing	 largely	on	
Kracauer)	and	Kracauer’s	reflections	on	film	and	history,	respectively.		
Thomas	Elsaesser,	too,	has	recently	noted	the	ongoing	relevance	of	Kracauer’s	
Theory	 of	 Film.	 In	 his	 essay	 “Siegfried	 Kracauer’s	 affinities,”	 Elsaesser	 examines	
Kracauer’s	 book	 with	 regard	 to	 cinema’s	 changing	 condition	 and	 associates	 his	
conceptions	with	those	of	(more)	contemporary	film	theorists	such	as	Gilles	Deleuze	and	
Stanley	Cavell,	and	particularly	Jacques	Rancière	and	Jean-Luc	Nancy,	suggesting	that	












Amália	Kerekes,	 and	Katalin	 Teller,	 eds.,	Film	als	 Loch	 in	der	Wand:	Kino	und	Geschichte	bei	 Siegfried	
Kracauer	 (Wien:	 Verlag	 Turia	 +	 Kant,	 2013);	 Graeme	 Gilloch,	 Siegfried	 Kracauer:	 Our	 Companion	 in	






Kracauer’s	 affinities,	 understood	 not	 only	 in	 the	 context	 of	 a	
phenomenologically-inflected	 aesthetics	 of	 realism	 or	 as	 a	 covert	 manifesto	
supporting	 the	 modern	 cinema	 of	 the	 time-image,	 can	 provide	 a	
positive/negative	foil	 for	the	moving	 image	 in	 its	current	condition,	where	art	





the	 recording	 process	 (photography/celluloid),	 or	 rather,	 inherent	 to	 the	 medium	
(“indexing	 time	 and	 capturing	 matter	 in	 motion”)	 regardless	 of	 the	 actual	














the	 thereness	 of	 things	 and	 the	 presence	 of	 human	 beings	 in	 their	 transient	
singularity	and	evanescent	particularity.	We	 find	a	version	of	 this	 redemptive	











immanence.	The	view	that	the	cinema’s	automatism	 is	a	value	 in	 itself	 is	also	
shared	by	Rancière	and	Nancy.9	
As	 Elsaesser	 aptly	 observes,	 this	 emphasis	 on	 the	 medium’s	 automatic	 character	 is	
diametrically	 opposed	 to	 Rudolf	 Arnheim’s	 view	 of	 cinema’s	 aesthetic	 qualities	 as	
analogous	 to	 the	 traditional	 arts,	 outlined	 in	 his	 1932	book	Film	as	Art,	 in	which	he	
rejects	the	assertion	of	film’s	mechanical	nature	and	its	close	relationship	with	reality.	




to	 the	 pre-existing	world	 (by	means	 of	mechanical	 reproduction),	 as	 emphasised	 by	
Kracauer,	on	the	one	hand,	and	the	artistic	shaping	of	this	material,	as	stressed	by	the	
early	Arnheim,	on	the	other.	Yet,	in	the	same	article	Arnheim	predicts	that	digitisation	
may	 push	 the	 medium	 towards	 a	 higher	 degree	 of	 expressive,	 and	 increasingly,	
manipulative,	interventions	by	the	filmmaker.	And	indeed,	digitisation	has	undoubtedly	
heightened	 the	possibility	of	manipulating	 images	 to	an	extent	 that	 film’s	 accidental	
qualities,	as	highlighted	in	Kracauer’s	notion	of	inherent	affinities,	have	weakened,	if	not	
vanished	 (especially	 in	 mainstream	 cinema).	 With	 regard	 to	 these	 substantial	
transformations,	 “one	 would	 therefore	 need	 to	 consider,”	 as	 Elsaesser	 points	 out,	

















manipulation	 of	 reality	 and	 the	 recorded	material	 to	 a	minimum,	 and	 despite	 being	
partly	highly	stylised	and	constructed,	the	films	draw	on	the	medium’s	contingencies	
and	the	indeterminate	nature	of	opaque	images	and	sounds.	Berlin	School	cinema	can	






der	Wind	sind	hier	 im	permanenten	On.	 […]	Diese	Filme	verweisen	also	 in	 ihr	
eigenes	 Off.	 Die	 Repräsentationen	 machen	 somit	 ihr	 Gegenteil	 bewusst,	 die	









of	 Lucrecia	 Martel	 (Argentina),	 Kelly	 Reichardt	 (United	 States)	 and	 Apichatpong	
Weerasethakul	 (Thailand).	 Yet,	 what	 makes	 Berlin	 School	 cinema	 distinctive	 is	 the	
group’s	network	character,	which	becomes	apparent	in	numerous	creative	affiliations	
among	 the	 filmmakers	 (including	 cinematographers,	 editors	 etc.),	 their	 recurrent	
exchange	of	ideas	and	shared	concerns.	Moreover,	the	Berlin	School,	as	recognised	by	
the	 2013	 group	 retrospective	 at	 the	Museum	 of	Modern	 Arts	 in	 New	 York,	 can	 be	




(2001),	 Christian	 Petzold’s	 Gespenster	 (2005),	 Valeska	 Grisebach’s	 Sehnsucht	 (2006),	
Ulrich	Köhler’s	Bungalow	(2002)	and	Christoph	Hochhäusler’s	Unter	dir	die	Stadt	(2010).	














mode(s)	 of	 realism	 to	Marseille’s	 rather	 modernist	 and	 fragmentary	 style.	 My	 case	







for	 different	 reasons,	 seem	 to	 me	 less	 related	 to	 Kracauer’s	 notion	 of	 material	
redemption.	
Both	 essential	 aspects	 of	 Berlin	 School	 cinema—its	 concentration	 on	 the	
material	world	as	well	as	 the	directors’	self-conscious	use	of	aesthetic	strategies	and	
formal	choices	in	approaching	this	world—will	be	analysed	in	detail	in	the	chapters	3,	4	
and	 5.	 Here,	 in	 discussions	 of	 the	 ambiguities	 of	 represented	 reality,	 the	 opacity	 of	
human	characters	and	the	(un)familiarity	of	(non-)places,	the	emphasis	lies	on	the	close	
examination	 of	 the	 chosen	 key	 films,	 and	 particularly	 on	 central	 sequences	 in	 these	
films.	 Through	 an	 engagement	 with	 specific	 moments,	 this	 study	 directly	 relates	 to	




suggests	 in	Cinephilia	 and	History,	 pointing	 to	 the	 great	 importance	 cinephiles	 have	
ascribed	 to	 contingent,	 marginal	 details	 within	 filmic	 images.	 For	 Keathley,	 such	
ephemeral	 fragments	 can	 be	 considered	 “cinephiliac	moments,”	 if	 one	 understands	
	 17	
cinephilia	as	a	mode	of	spectatorship	which	is	“mobilized	by	discovery	of	what	has	been	
captured	 unexpectedly.” 13 	Moreover,	 “[t]his	 emphasis	 on	 the	 fragmentary	 image-
moment,”	he	points	out,		
is	 a	 reminder	 that	 films	 are	 themselves	made	 up	 of	 fragments:	 framing	 that	
shows	us	only	a	portion	of	 the	 real	 space	of	an	action,	and	editing	 that	does	
likewise	with	time,	allowing	us	to	see	only	what	the	director	deems	necessary.	






and	 this	 study’s	 particular	 interest	 in	 specific	moments.	 In	 fact,	 Kracauer’s	 principal	
thesis	about	cinema’s	potential	for	experiences	of	the	material	world—the	redemption	
of	physical	reality—is	linked	to	minor	details	and	transitory	fragments	rather	than	films	
as	 a	whole;	 thus,	 one	 could	 say	 that	 reality	 can	 only	 be	 redeemed	 in	 specific	 filmic	
moments.	 In	 Theory	 of	 Film,	 such	 redemptive	 moments	 relate	 to	 manifestations	 of	





















Kracauer’s	 reflective	 idea	 of	 cinema,	 since	 it	 points	 to	 the	medium’s	 transformative	
nature.	 In	 this	 allegorical	 image,	 the	 pro-filmic	 world	 is	 not	 merely	 reproduced	 but	
‘transfigured’	 by	means	 of	 lights	 and	 shadows,	 reflections	 and	 distortions;	 and	 it	 is	
precisely	 the	 difference	 between	 natural	 phenomena	 and	 their	 mediated	
representation	 on	 screen	 which,	 in	 Kracauer’s	 view,	 constitutes	 cinema’s	 magical	
reification.	This	notion	of	transfiguration	is	deeply	linked	to	Kracauer’s	argument	about	
film’s	revelatory	power.	In	Theory	of	Film,	he	recurrently	stresses	the	medium’s	ability	
to	 render	 the	 world	 strange,	 suggesting	 that	 “the	 main	 interest	 lies	 not	 with	
corroborative	 imagery	 but	 with	 images	 which	 question	 our	 notion	 of	 the	 physical	
world.”16	For	Kracauer,	the	medium’s	redemptive	and	de-familiarising	possibilities	arise	
not	only	from	the	camera’s	technological	capacity	but	are	also	a	result	of	the	filmmaker’s	
aesthetic	 strategies	 and	 stylistic	 choices.	 Unlike	 André	 Bazin,	 he	 does	 not	 champion	
particular	cinematic	techniques.	The	filmmaker’s	impact	with	regard	to	cinematography,	
editing	etc.	is	acknowledged—sometimes	implicitly,	sometimes	explicitly—throughout	
the	 book,	 coming	 to	 the	 fore,	 for	 instance,	 in	 discussions	 of	 Jean	 Vigo’s	 use	 of	
uncommon	camera	angles,	or	the	employment	of	close-ups	in	the	films	of	D.	W.	Griffith.	
However,	 Kracauer	 identifies	 tensions	 that	 arise	within	 the	 feature	 film,	 referring	 to	
inherent	conflicts	between	the	camera’s	mechanical	registration	of	pro-filmic	reality	and	
the	director’s	creative	arrangements,	as	well	as	between	the	overall	narrative	structure	
and	 fragmentary	moments	without	 a	 clear	 function	 for	 the	 story.	 And	 even	 though	
Kracauer	advocates	the	film(maker)’s	engagement	with	the	material	world,	he	considers	
these	frictions	essential	for	the	medium.		
As	we	can	 see,	Kracauer’s	distinction	between	cinema’s	 realist	 and	 formative	
elements	 can	 be	 linked	 back	 to	 Arnheim’s	 two	 authenticities.	 In	 fact,	 the	 dialectics	
between	the	camera’s	mechanical	registration	and	human	intervention	are	expressed	
even	more	explicitly	 in	Kracauer’s	 later	book	History,	where	he	applies	his	notion	of	
photographic	media’s	 realist	and	 formative	 tendencies	 to	 the	 field	of	historiography:	
“One	might	say	that	the	historian	follows	two	tendencies—the	realistic	tendency	which	






ontological	 reflections	 emphasising	 “the	 mutual	 interdependence	 of	 art	 and	 life	 in	
cinema	 as	 each	 other’s	 promise	 of	 redemption.”18	And	 yet,	 crucially	 for	 this	 study,	
Kracauer	 also	 stressed,	 perhaps	 more	 than	 any	 other	 thinker,	 the	 fundamental	
differences	 between	 the	 traditional	 arts	 and	 the	 filmic	 medium	 as	 an	 “art	 with	 a	
difference.”19		
This	first	chapter,	then,	is	intended	to	make	us	familiar	with	Kracauer’s	material	
aesthetics	 as	 conceptualised	 in	 Theory	 of	 Film.	 I	 therefore	 examine	 what	 can	 be	
considered	the	book’s	key	concepts	and	subjects,	as	well	as	 locate	Kracauer’s	 idea	of	
cinema	both	historically	and	within	current	debates.	Kracauer’s	central	argument,	which	
is	 that	 film	has	 a	 unique	potential	 for	 (re-)experiences	 of	 the	material	world	 rests,	 I	
suggest,	 on	 two	 main	 foundations:	 first,	 on	 a	 conception	 of	 photographic	 media’s	
genuine	 relationship	 with	 physical	 reality	 and,	 second,	 of	 the	 sensory	 and	 somatic	








be	 highlighted	 enough.	 The	 relative	 unintentionality	 of	 the	 recording	 process,	 its	
independence	 from	 human	 control,	 he	 further	 argues,	 makes	 photography,	 and	
particularly	 film,	 open	 to	 contingencies	 and	 multiple	 meanings,	 a	 fact	 which	


















revealing	 qualities.	 In	 fact,	 both	 components	 have	 to	 be	 thought	 of	 as	 deeply	




advent.	 It	 effectively	 assists	 us	 in	 discovering	 the	 material	 world	 with	 its	
psychophysical	 correspondences.	 We	 literally	 redeem	 this	 world	 from	 its	
dormant	state,	its	state	of	virtual	nonexistence,	by	endeavouring	to	experience	






the	 underlying	 philosophical	 and	 political	 preoccupations	 of	 his	 material	 aesthetics,	
concerns	that	go	beyond	questions	of	 the	medium	proper.	 In	a	 letter	 to	Theodor	W.	
Adorno	from	1949,	Kracauer	describes	his	intentions	for	Theory	of	Film	as	follows:		
Auch	in	diesem	Buch	wäre	der	Film	nur	ein	Vorwand.	Ich	möchte	zeigen,	welche	
ästhetischen	 Gesetze	 und	 affinities	 für	 bestimmte	 Themen	 ein	 Medium	
entwickelt,	das	zu	einer	Zeit	gehört,	in	der	wissenschaftliches	Interesse	an	den	
Zusammenhängen	der	kleinsten	Elemente	die	Eigenkraft	der	großen,	den	ganzen	














become	particularly	 evident	 in	 the	book’s	 final	 chapter,	 entitled	 “Film	 in	Our	 Time,”	
where	he	reflects	on	the	possibilities	of	the	medium	for	the	contemporary	condition	of	




fragmentary	 world	 and,	 in	 so	 doing,	 partake	 in	 the	 formation	 of	 (a	 new)	 human	
subjectivity.	 Thus,	 Kracauer’s	 emphasis	 on	 the	 medium’s	 exclusive	 potential	 is	 not	
concerned	with	the	spectator	as	a	private	 individual	but	rather	as	a	public	and	social	
being.	 In	Kracauer’s	view,	as	Heide	Schlüpmann	has	suggested,	cinema	is	thus	“keine	





Theory	 of	 Film,	 even	 where	 Kracauer	 elaborates	 on	 the	 technical	 properties	 of	 the	
medium.	In	fact,	every	single	aspect	of	the	book’s	ontological	implications	is	related—




of	 the	 cinematic	 experience,	 however,	 hinge	 on	 photographic	 media’s	 peculiar	
relationship	with	reality.	
	 The	 three	 aspects	 briefly	 described	 above—film’s	 ability	 to	 render	 the	world	
visible,	the	sensory	and	physiological	character	of	cinematic	spectatorship,	as	well	as	the	
issue	 of	 the	 medium’s	 possibilities	 for	 (counter)experiences	 in	 an	 increasingly	
rationalised	world—which	I	consider	central	to	Kracauer’s	theory	of	film	experience—
will	now	be	examined	in	more	detail.	Following	an	introduction	to	Kracauer’s	material	
aesthetics,	 I	 give	 an	 overview	 at	 the	 end	 of	 this	 chapter	 of	 the	 rather	 problematic	
																																																						









In	 the	 preface	 to	 Theory	 of	 Film,	 Siegfried	 Kracauer	 distinguishes	 his	 theoretical	
approach	from	other	writings	on	cinema	by	emphasising	“that	it	is	a	material	aesthetics,	
not	a	formal	one.”	His	book,	as	Kracauer	further	explains,	“rests	upon	the	assumption	
that	 film	 is	 essentially	 an	 extension	 of	 photography	 and	 therefore	 shares	 with	 the	
medium	a	marked	affinity	for	the	visible	world	around	us.	Films	come	into	their	own	
when	they	record	and	reveal	physical	reality.”25	In	this	brief	passage,	we	can	already	find	
various	of	 the	book’s	key	 terms	and	concepts,	namely	 film’s	material	dimension	and	




Theory	of	Film,	photography	 inhabits	a	prominent	place	as	 the	subject	matter	of	 the	
introductory	chapter.	Kracauer,	as	suggested	in	the	statement	quoted	above,	thinks	of	
film’s	unique	potential	to	record	and	reveal	(and	ultimately	redeem)	physical	reality	as	
deriving	 largely	 from	 its	 photographic	 properties	 (though	 later	 in	 the	 book	 he	 also	
discusses	significant	differences	between	the	two	media).	Kracauer’s	emphasis	on	film’s	
photographic	 nature	 principally	 refers	 to	 the	 camera’s	 ability	 to	 render	 material	




In	Theory	of	 Film,	 photography’s	 and	 film’s	 recording	 faculty	 forms	 the	 fundamental	
basis	 of	 their	 peculiar	 relationship	 with	 physical	 reality.	 The	 premise	 from	 which	
Kracauer’s	argument	about	the	uniqueness	of	photographic	media	(and	their	difference	





autonomously	 and	 unintentionally,	 all	 the	 material	 particulars	 (including	 the	 most	











view,	 is	 first	 and	 foremost	 a	 mechanical	 and	 material	 inscription	 of	 the	 world,	 the	




Kracauer’s	 emphasis	 on	 film’s	 photographic	 nature	 and	 its	 automatic	 character	 of	
recording	shares	similarities	with	conceptualisations	of	photographic	media	by	French	
film	 critic	 André	 Bazin.28	In	 his	 influential	 essay	 “The	 Ontology	 of	 the	 Photographic	
Image”	 (1945),	 Bazin,	 combining	 anthropological	 and	 phenomenological	 arguments,	
aims	to	identify	the	essence	of	both	photography	and	film,	and	localises	them	within	the	
history	 of	 representational	 arts.	 In	 Bazin’s	 view,	 the	 photographic	 image	 can	 be	
considered	 the	 fulfilment	 of	 human	 beings’	 attempt	 to	 represent	 life	 in	 its	
completeness.	For	centuries,	he	argues,	the	plastic	arts,	particularly	Western	painting,	












mummification).	 As	 a	 consequence	 of	 the	 emergence	 of	 photography,	 and	 its	
accomplishment	in	resembling	the	world,	Bazin	suggests,	painting	was	able	to	free	itself	
from	its	“obsession	with	likeness.”29		
For	Bazin,	 similarly	 to	Kracauer,	 the	exclusivity	of	photographic	media	 results	
from	the	camera’s	technical	capacity	to	reproduce	objectively	the	phenomenal	world.	









of	 likeness,	 Bazin	 particularly	 stresses	 the	 existential	 bond	 between	 the	world	 (“the	
model”)	 and	 its	 re-presentation	 in	 photography	 and	 film,	 a	 relationship	 which	 he	
characterises	as	“more	than	mere	resemblance,	namely	a	kind	of	identity”31	and	sharing	
“a	 common	being,	after	 the	 fashion	of	a	 fingerprint,”32	whereas	 film,	by	virtue	of	 its	
temporal	component,	can	be	considered	“an	imprint	of	the	duration	of	the	object.”33		
Only	 a	 photographic	 lens	 can	 give	 us	 the	 kind	 of	 image	 of	 the	 object	 that	 is	
capable	 of	 satisfying	 the	 deep	 need	 man	 has	 to	 substitute	 for	 it	 a	 mere	
approximation,	a	kind	of	decal	or	transfer.	The	photographic	image	is	the	object	
itself,	the	object	freed	from	the	conditions	of	time	and	space	that	govern	it.	No	
matter	 how	 fuzzy,	 distorted,	 or	 discolored,	 no	 matter	 how	 lacking	 in	
documentary	value	the	image	may	be,	it	shares,	by	virtue	of	the	very	process	of	
its	becoming,	 the	being	of	 the	model	of	which	 it	 is	 the	reproduction;	 it	 is	 the	
model.34	
Bazin’s	 ontological	 reflections	 about	 the	 material—that	 is,	 in	 the	 case	 of	 analogue	
photography,	photo-chemical-process	of	photographic	image	production,	subsequently	















the	 theory	 of	 the	 logic	 of	 signs	 by	 American	 analytical	 philosopher	 Charles	 Sanders	
Peirce,	yet	he	is	particularly	interested	in	one	aspect	of	Peirce’s	sign	theory,	that	is	the	
triadic	system	of	relationships	between	an	object	and	its	referent.	According	to	Peirce,	




all	 categories	 may	 be	 co-existent.	 In	 accordance	 with	 Peirce’s	 trichotomy,	 Wollen	
suggests	the	co-presence	in	cinema	of	all	three	dimensions	of	the	sign	(iconic,	indexical,	




filmic	 event	 and	 its	 image	 re-presentation	 into	 an	 orderly	 scientific	 category,	 the	
conception	of	indexicality	has	become	a	basic	assumption	in	ontological	theorisations	
of	 photography	 and	 film,	 being	 regarded	 as	 the	 crucial	 evidence	 for	 photographic	
media’s	genuine	relationship	with	reality.	In	line	with	this	idea,	regardless	of	the	degree	
of	 resemblance—that	 is,	 in	 semiotic	 terms	 the	 iconic	 relationship—between	 the	
photographic	image	and	the	represented	object,	the	index	functions	as	a	material	trace	
of	the	real.			
Over	 the	 last	 three	 decades,	 however,	 such	 conceptualisations	 have	 been	
gradually	 called	 into	 question	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	medium’s	 digitisation,	 an	 advancing	
process	that	seems	to	have	shaken	the	very	foundations	of	film	(and,	consequently,	of	
Film	 Studies).	 In	 particular,	 scholars	 have	 started	 to	 question	 the	 validity	 for	 the	
contemporary	moment	of	film	theories	that	are	based	on	the	photographic	image.	For	












realism	 have	 now	 ceded	 fully	 to	 imagination,	 fantasy	 and	 the	 counterfactual	
powers	of	possible	worlds.	When	photography	becomes	simulation,	it	yields	to	







not	only	permits	 the	 realization	of	extraordinary	 special	effects,	 and	 thus	 the	
presentation	of	realities	that	do	not	exist	in	nature,	but	is	also	allows	filmmakers	
to	do	without	any	pre-existing	reality,	even	that	of	a	model.	We	see	on	the	screen	
things	 that	 have	 not	 necessarily	 passed	 before	 the	 camera,	 but	 are	 born	 for	
mathematical	algorithms.	What	we	follow	are	no	longer	traces	but	 inventions.	
This	means	that	the	cinema	ceases	to	be	a	tributary	of	the	actual	world.	Before,	

















und	 Indexikalität:	 Filmische	 Illusion	 im	 Zeitalter	 der	 postphotographischen	 Photographie,”	 Deutsche	











these	 questions	 of	 indexicality	 are	 related	 to	 Kracauer’s	 emphasis	 on	 film	 as	 an	
essentially	photographic	medium.	“In	semiotic	terms,”	Miriam	Hansen	suggests	in	her	
introduction	to	Theory	of	Film,		








of	 the	 medium’s	 indexical	 and	 iconic	 relationship	 with	 reality,	 this	 should	 not	 be	
mistaken	for	a	claim	for	authenticity	and	veracity.	Rather,	Theory	of	Film	is	concerned	
with	cinema	as	a	 realm	of	experience	 that	arises	 from	this	peculiar	physical-mimetic	
bond.	Moreover,	Kracauer	understands	the	relationship	between	photographic	media	
and	 the	 material	 world	 as	 characterised	 not	 only	 by	 likeness	 but	 just	 as	 much	 by	
estrangement	and	de-familiarisation,	as	Miriam	Hansen	has	further	pointed	out,	
Kracauer’s	 investment	 in	 the	 photographic	 basis	 of	 film	does	 not	 rest	 on	 the	
iconicity	of	the	photographic	sign,	at	 least	not	 in	the	narrow	sense	of	a	 literal	
resemblance	or	analogy	with	a	self-identical	object.	Nor,	for	that	matter,	does	
he	 conceive	 of	 the	 indexical,	 the	 photochemical	 bond	 that	 links	 image	 and	
referent,	in	any	positivist	way	as	merely	anchoring	the	analogical	“truth”	of	the	
representation.	Rather,	 the	same	 indexicality	that	allows	photographic	 film	to	
record	 and	 figure	 the	 world	 also	 inscribes	 the	 image	 with	 moments	 of	
temporality	and	contingency	that	disfigure	the	representation.	If	Kracauer	seeks	










As	 Hansen	 highlights,	 for	 Kracauer	 alienating	 effects	 are	 an	 essential	 part	 of	
photographic	 media’s	 peculiar	 mimesis,	 its	 capacity	 to	 expose	 both	 habitual	 and	
unfamiliar	 sights.	 Indeed,	 one	 could	 say	 that	 it	 is	 precisely	 cinema’s	mimetic	 quality	
which	 provides	 the	 foundation	 for	 the	 estrangement	 of	 familiar	 views.	 Kracauer’s	
material	aesthetics	effectively	involves	the	idea	of	Entfremdungschancen,	“chances	for	
alienation,”	as	formulated	in	his	Marseille	notebooks.	In	Theory	of	Film,	this	notion	is	
emphasised	 particularly	 at	 two	 points	 of	 the	 book:	 one,	 in	 the	 discussion	 of	
photography’s	 alienating	 effects	 in	 the	 introductory	 chapter,	 and	 two,	 in	 the	
examination	 of	 film’s	 revealing	 qualities	 under	 the	 heading	 “The	 Establishment	 of	
Physical	Existence.”	
The	 alienating	 character	 intrinsic	 to	 photographic	 media	 is	 discussed	 with	
reference	to	a	passage	of	The	Guermantes	Way,	the	third	volume	of	Marcel	Proust’s	In	
Search	of	Lost	Time,	a	novel	that	serves	as	a	main	reference	point	throughout	Theory	of	









never	 see	 again.	 The	 process	 that	 mechanically	 occurred	 in	my	 eyes	 when	 I	
caught	sight	of	my	grandmother	was	indeed	a	photograph.42		
As	the	passage	goes	on,	Proust’s	narrator	elaborates	on	how	memories	and	emotional	
attachment	 have	 hindered	 him	 from	 becoming	 aware	 of	 his	 grandmother’s	 physical	









Kracauer	 discusses	 this	 passage	 in	 relation	 to	 Proust’s	 comparison	 of	 the	
detached	observer	with	the	photographer.	Despite	acknowledging	the	 importance	of	
the	 process	 of	 alienation	 for	 the	 photographer’s	 approach	 to	 the	 material	 world,	






and	 substituting	 black,	 gray,	 and	 white	 for	 the	 given	 colour	 schemes.	 Yet	 if	
anything	 defies	 the	 idea	 of	 a	 mirror,	 it	 is	 not	 so	 much	 these	 unavoidable	
transformations—which	 may	 be	 discounted	 because	 in	 spite	 of	 them	
photographs	still	preserve	the	character	of	compulsory	reproductions—as	the	
way	 in	 which	 we	 take	 cognizance	 of	 visible	 reality.	 Even	 Proust’s	 alienated	









are	 produced	 by	 mechanical	 registration,	 yet	 at	 the	 same	 time,	 they	 are	 re-
presentations	and	therefore	transformations	of	pro-filmic	reality.	Not	only	is	the	camera	
able	to	register	material	phenomena	but	also	to	render	them	strange.	These	estranging	
effects,	 Kracauer	 argues,	 are	 both	 inherent	 to	 film	 as	 a	 photographic	 medium	 and	
established	by	cinematic	techniques.	This	is	why	in	Theory	of	Film	the	camera’s	capacity	
to	 render	 visible	 the	world	 is	 discussed	 in	 relation	 to	 film’s	 recording	and	 revealing	













famous	 essay,	 “The	Work	 of	 Art	 in	 the	 Age	 of	Mechanical	 Reproduction,”	 Benjamin	















Benjamin	 here	 hints	 at	 perceptual	 differences	 between	 the	 human	 being	 and	 the	
apparatus,	 the	 eye	 and	 the	 camera.	 For	 Benjamin,	 films	 function	 as	 an	 “optical	
unconscious”:	 “The	 camera	 introduces	 us	 to	 unconscious	 optics,	 just	 as	 does	
psychoanalysis	 to	unconscious	 impulses.”46	Kracauer	 seems	 to	 concur	with	Benjamin	
when	he	remarks	that	“any	huge	close-up	reveals	new	and	unsuspected	formations	of	
matter:	 skin	 textures	are	 reminiscent	of	aerial	photographs,	eyes	 turn	 into	cranes	or	
volcanic	craters.	Such	images	blow	up	our	environment	in	a	double	sense:	they	enlarge	
it	 literally,	 and	 in	 doing	 so,	 they	 blast	 the	 prison	 of	 conventional	 reality,	 opening	
expanses	which	we	have	explored	at	best	in	dreams	before.”47		
																																																						


















Kracauer	 argues	 against	 Sergei	 Eisenstein’s	 notion	 of	 close-ups—indeed,	 shots	 in	
general—as	 carriers	 of	meaning,	which	 is	 achieved	mainly	 through	montage.	Where	
Eisenstein	 stresses	 their	 function	 for	 the	 film’s	 narrative,	 for	 Kracauer,	 by	 contrast,	
close-ups	do	not	primarily	serve	the	purpose	of	the	plot;	single	images	are	not	merely	
elements	 in	the	montage.54	The	close-up	of	the	female	protagonist’s	face	 in	Griffith’s	






























huge	 phenomena	 may	 not	 be	 rendered	 visible	 best	 by	 a	 single	 image	 but	 by	 a	
combination	 of	 long	 and	 close	 shots.	 Thus,	 the	 film	 camera,	 similarly	 to	 a	 tourist	 in	
nature	whose	eyes	wander	about	the	landscape,	should	alternately	focus	on	the	entirety	
and	the	detail	of	its	object	by	juxtaposing	long	shots	and	close-ups.	For	Kracauer,	this	
combination	 of	 cinematic	 techniques	 again	 evokes	 comparisons	 to	 science,	 and	




techniques	 but	 also	 refers	 to	 what	 Kracauer	 calls	 “blind	 spots	 of	 the	 mind”:	 things	
normally	unseen	“because	they	stubbornly	escape	or	attention	in	everyday	life.”58	One	
of	 the	distinctive	qualities	of	photography,	 and	especially	 film,	 is	 the	 visualisation	of	





























subjectivity.	 In	 fact,	 ontological	 conceptualisations	 of	 the	 medium	 and	 questions	 of	
spectatorship	are	highly	interconnected	throughout	Theory	of	Film;	thus,	photographic	


























relates	 to	 the	 medium’s	 recording	 qualities,	 namely	 the	 ability	 to	 produce	 “the	
impression	of	a	 flow,	a	constant	movement.”66	Having	already	been	 regarded,	 in	 the	
section	 on	 film’s	 recording	 qualities,	 as	 purely	 cinematic—a	 feature	 beyond	 the	
medium’s	 photographic	 nature	 which	 “only	 the	 motion	 picture	 camera	 is	 able	 to	






from	 the	medium’s	potential	 to	 reveal	 “otherwise	hidden	provinces”	of	 the	material	
world,	“including	such	spatial	and	temporal	configurations	as	may	be	derived	from	the	
given	 data	 with	 the	 aid	 of	 cinematic	 techniques	 and	 devices.” 69 	These	 cinematic	





virtue	 of,	 first,	 their	 proximity	 to	 the	material	 world,	 second,	 the	medium’s	moving	
character	 (in	 the	 double	 sense),	 and	 third,	 cinematic	 transformations	 of	 pro-filmic	
reality.	 Although	 the	 first	 and	 third	 argument	 seem	 to	 contradict	 each	 other,	 for	
Kracauer	the	familiar	and	the	unfamiliar	character	of	filmic	images	are	two	sides	of	the	



















consciousness,	 cinemagoers	 find	 themselves	 “in	 a	 state	 between	 waking	 and	
sleeping,”74	circumstances	 which	make	 the	 cinematic	 experience	 comparable	 to	 the	
state	of	dreaming.	





[…]	 Yet	 the	 spectator	 cannot	 hope	 to	 apprehend,	 however	 incompletely,	 the	
being	of	any	object	that	draws	him	into	its	orbit	unless	he	meanders,	dreamingly,	
though	the	maze	of	its	multiple	meanings	and	psychological	correspondences.	
Material	 existence,	 as	 it	manifests	 itself	 in	 film,	 launches	 the	moviegoer	 into	
unending	pursuits.75		
The	 second	 direction	 of	 the	 cinematic	 dreaming	 process,	 then,	 “leads	 the	 spectator	
away	from	the	given	image	into	subjective	reveries,”	thus	making	the	plethora	of	filmic	
phenomena	interact	with	the	viewer’s	personal	memories,	fantasies	and	desires:	
Once	 the	 spectator’s	 organized	 self	 has	 surrendered,	 his	 subconscious	 or	
unconscious	experiences,	apprehensions	and	hopes	tend	to	come	out	and	take	
over.	Owing	to	their	indeterminacy,	films	shots	are	particularly	fit	to	function	as	
































effects	 are	 intensified,	 moreover,	 by	 the	 sensory	 and	 somatic	 character	 of	 film	
perception.	For	Kracauer,	the	material	properties	of	film	and	the	conditions	of	cinema	
put	 the	audience	 in	a	dream-like	 state,	allowing	 spectators,	 “wavering	between	self-
absorption	and	self-abandonment,”78	to	connect	viscerally	with	the	visible	phenomena,	
as	 displayed	 on	 screen,	 and	 their	 own	 personal	 memories	 and	 daydreams.79 	Thus,	

















the	 humankind	 under	 the	 conditions	 of	 modernity.	 In	 fact,	 the	 concern	 with	 the	
consequences	of	modernity	can	be	considered	a	continuous	factor	in	Kracauer’s	writings	
from	the	1920s	to	the	1960s;	this	preoccupation	is	also	what	links	Kracauer’s	work	with	





experience	 and	 human	 subjectivity	 in	 modern	 (Western)	 societies.	 This	 crisis	 is	
understood	 predominantly	 as	 resulting	 from,	 first,	 the	 decline	 in	 common	 beliefs	
(religions,	 ideologies)	 and,	 second,	 a	 tendency	 to	 abstractness.	 Both	 characteristics	
point	 to	 historical	 processes	 associated	 with	 modernity	 and	 the	 Enlightenment;	
secularisation	 and	 demythologisation,	 on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 rationalisation,	 on	 the	
other.		
Taking	 Emile	 Durkheim’s	 phrase	 of	 the	 “ruins	 of	 ancient	 beliefs,”	 Kracauer	
suggests	that,	as	a	consequence	of	the	weakening	of	common—particularly	religious	but	















inspired	 leader.” 83 	Kracauer’s	 position	 has	 been	 regarded	 as	 being	 close	 to	 anti-





















In	 the	 final	 chapter	 of	 Theory	 of	 Film,	 too,	 Kracauer	 conceptualises	 cinema	 with	








and	 Experience,	 256.	 See	 also	 the	 disagreement	 between	 Adorno	 and	 Kracauer	 about	 the	 term	
“Ideologieverlust”	in	the	German	edition	of	Theory	of	Film,	Adorno	and	Kracauer,	Briefwechsel,	629;	639-
40.	
85	In	 fact,	Kracauer	has	always	been	suspicious	of	abstract-utopian	 thought.	Even	when	 from	the	mid-
1920s	onwards	he	started	to	open	himself	for	Marxist	ideas,	he	was	highly	critical	of	Marx’s	determined	
conception	of	history	(based	on	Hegel’s	dialectics)	and	the	reduction	of	Marxism	to	economism.	








abstract	 manner	 in	 which	 people	 of	 all	 walks	 of	 life	 perceive	 the	 world	 and	
themselves.”88	Kracauer	detects	an	increasing	tendency	toward	abstraction	in	all	areas	
of	 modern	 life,	 for	 which	 he	 holds	 accountable	 the	 strong	 impact	 of	 scientific	
procedures.	 The	 abstractness	 of	 the	 sciences	 (particularly	 in	 the	 natural	 but	 also,	
increasingly,	 the	 human	 sciences)	 manifests	 itself,	 he	 argues,	 in	 their	 emphasis	 on	
measurability.	 “While	 scientific	 operations	 become	 more	 and	 more	 esoteric,	 the	
abstractness	 inherent	 in	 them	 cannot	 but	 influence	 our	 habits	 of	 thought.” 89 	For	
Kracauer,	 the	massive	 consequences	 of	 scientific	 abstractness	 for	 people’s	 lives	 and	
their	 experience	 of	 reality	 can	 be	 observed	 best	 in	 the	 growing	 importance	 of	
technology:	 “People	 are	 technological-minded—which,	 for	 instance,	 implies	 that	
gratifications	they	derive	from	certain	media	of	communications	often	bear	no	relation	
to	 the	 quality	 of	 the	 communications	 themselves.	 The	 transmitting	 apparatus	
overwhelms	the	contents	transmitted.”90		
Unlike	Kracauer’s	emphasis	on	the	impact	of	science	on	the	modern	world’s	drift	
to	 abstraction,	 the	 abstract	 rationality	 of	 the	 capitalist	 economy	 is	 not	 addressed	 in	
Theory	of	Film.	In	his	1927	essay	“The	Mass	Ornament,”	by	contrast,	Kracauer	stresses	
capitalism’s	 inherent	abstractness,	which	because	of	 its	 false,	 that	 is	 limited	 form	of	
rationality	 (for	 ignoring	 the	 human	 element)	 is	 understood	 both	 as	 “a	 stage	 in	 the	
process	 of	 demystification”91 	and	 a	 threat	 for	 the	 fulfilment	 of	 the	 Enlightenment.	
Kracauer	therefore	demands	a	further	phase	of	enlightened	rationalisation,	suggesting	
that	capitalism	“rationalizes	not	too	much	but	rather	too	little”:	
the	Ratio	 of	 the	 capitalist	 economic	 system	 is	 not	 reason	 itself	 but	 a	murky	
reason.	Once	past	a	certain	point,	it	abandons	the	truth	in	which	it	participates.	
It	 does	 not	 encompass	man.	 The	 operation	 of	 the	 production	 process	 is	 not	
regulated	according	to	man’s	needs,	and	man	does	not	serve	as	the	foundation	









does	 not	 mean	 that	 capitalist	 thinking	 should	 cultivate	 man	 as	 a	 historically	
produced	 form	 such	 that	 it	 ought	 to	 allow	 him	 to	 go	 unchallenged	 as	 a	
personality	and	should	satisfy	the	demands	made	by	his	nature.	The	adherents	
of	this	position	reproach	capitalism’s	rationalism	for	raping	man,	and	yearn	for	
the	 return	of	a	 community	 that	would	be	capable	of	preserving	 the	allegedly	
human	element	much	better	than	capitalism.	Leaving	aside	the	stultifying	effect	
of	 such	 regressive	 stances,	 they	 fail	 to	 grasp	 capitalism’s	 core	 defect:	 it	
rationalizes	not	too	much	but	rather	too	little.92	
In	Theory	of	Film,	Kracauer’s	attitude	differs	from	that	in	the	“Mass	Ornament”	essay	in	









we	 can.	 In	 trying	 to	meet	 this	 challenge,	we	may	 still	 not	 be	 able	 to	 cast	 anchor	 in	
ideological	certainties,	yet	at	least	we	stand	a	chance	of	finding	something	we	did	not	
look	for,	something	tremendously	important	in	its	own	right—the	world	that	is	ours.”95	








scale	 of	 the	mass	 destruction	 had	 become	 apparent.	 Theory	 of	 Film	 differs	 from	 Kracauer’s	Weimar	
writings	 on	 photographic	media,	 as	Gertrud	 Koch	 and	Heide	 Schlüpmann	have	 argued,	 since	 it	 is	 not	
concerned	with	film	as	a	phenomenon	of	late	capitalism	but,	despite	only	very	brief	references	to	Nazi	
concentration	camps	in	the	book,	with	questions	of	the	medium	after	Auschwitz.	This	becomes	apparent	
in	 the	book’s	 emphasis	on	physical	 existence	and	 continuum;	 in	 Schlüpmann’s	words,	 “the	 subject	of	
survival.”	 According	 to	 Koch	 and	 Schlüpmann,	 Kracauer’s	 own	 experience	 as	 survivor	 of	 the	 Shoah	 is	
inscribed	in	the	notion	of	redemption.	In	February	1933,	shortly	after	the	Nazis	came	to	power,	one	day	




















the	work	of	art	nothing	 remains	of	 the	 raw	material	 itself,	or,	 to	be	precise,	 all	 that	
remains	of	it	is	so	molded	that	it	implements	the	intentions	conveyed	through	it.	In	a	
sense,	the	real-life	material	disappears	in	the	artist’s	intentions.”97	Cinema,	by	contrast,	
“is	 materialistically	 minded;	 it	 proceeds	 from	 ‘below’	 to	 ‘above.’”	 In	 other	 words,	
spiritual	or	otherwise	psychic	concepts	originate	from	concrete	matter,	referring	to	the	
materiality	 of	 both	 the	 object	 (physical	 reality)	 and	 the	 subject	 (the	 spectator’s	
corporeality).	At	this	point,	he	quotes	art	historian	Erwin	Panofsky,		




and	 only	 the	movies	 that	 do	 justice	 to	 the	materialistic	 interpretation	 of	 the	
universe	which,	whether	we	like	it	or	not,	pervades	contemporary	civilization.98	




96 	Ibid.,	 297–98	 (emphasis	 added).	 Though	 acknowledging	 the	 fragmentation	 of	 reality,	 Kracauer	










Notwithstanding	Kracauer’s	claim	for	 the	 filmmaker’s	self-restraint,	 it	 is	 important	 to	
stress	 again	 that	 cinema’s	 potential	 for	 experiences	 of	 the	 material	 world,	 as	
conceptualised	in	Theory	of	Film,	is	not	simply	given	but	needs	to	be	achieved	(on	the	
part	 of	 both	 the	 filmmaker	 and	 the	 spectator).	 Consequently,	 one	of	 the	 the	 crucial	
questions	 for	 this	 study	 is	 to	what	 extent	 film(maker)s	make	 use	 of	 the	 possibilities	
arising	 from	 the	 medium’s	 peculiar	 relationship	 with	 physical	 reality.	 For	 Kracauer,	










In	 analogy	 to	 his	 argument	 about	 conflicting	 practices	 of	 photography	made	 in	 the	
introductory	chapter,	Kracauer	characterises	two	principal	tendencies	of	film(making):	
the	realistic	and	the	formative.101	These	opposites,	he	argues,	can	be	traced	back	(yet	
are	 not	 limited)	 to	 the	 origins	 of	 cinema,	 namely	 the	 photographic	 realism	 of	 the	
Lumière	brothers,	on	the	one	hand,	and	the	escapist	illusionism	of	Georges	Méliès,	on	
the	other.102	Whereas	the	realist	approach,	in	Kracauer’s	view,	“acknowledges	the	basic	
aesthetic	 principle” 103 	of	 film,	 a	 medium	 which,	 analogously	 to	 photography,	 “is	
uniquely	equipped	to	record	and	reveal	physical	reality	and,	hence,	gravitates	toward	






102	Although	recognising	his	contributions	 to	 the	development	of	cinema,	Kracauer	argues	 that	Méliès	





exclusive	 possibilities	 of	 cinema.	 Rather	 than	 approaching	 the	 material	 world,	
formalistic	approaches,	he	argues,	regularly	turn	away	from	actuality	and	focus	instead	
on	historical	or	fantastic	subject	matters.		
Arguably,	 the	 “infamous	 section	 on	 the	 ‘two	 main	 tendencies’” 105 	has	
contributed,	more	than	any	other	feature	of	Theory	of	Film,	to	Kracauer’s	reputation	as	
“the	ayatollah	of	 realism.”106	But	even	though	Kracauer	shows	a	clear	preference	 for	
realistic	 approaches,	 his	 notion	 of	 opposing	 attitudes	 toward	 the	medium	 does	 not	
exhaust	itself	in	the	advocacy	of	realism	(which	anyway	should	not	be	understood	as	a	
claim	 for	 authenticity	 but	 rather	 for	 a	 concentration	 on	 materiality	 and	 physical	
existence).	Not	only	is	Kracauer’s	assertion	of	the	two	main	tendencies	well	informed	of	
the	 fact	 that	 even	 the	 most	 realistic	 approach	 to	 the	 medium	 involves	 formative	
elements,	he	even	suggests	that	a	synthesis	of	the	two	may	be	the	best	possible	way	to	
benefit	 from	 cinema’s	 inherent	 possibilities.	 “As	 in	 photography,”	 Kracauer	 remarks,	
“everything	 depends	 on	 the	 ‘right’	 balance	 between	 the	 realistic	 tendency	 and	 the	
formative	tendency,	and	the	two	tendencies	are	well	balanced	if	the	latter	does	not	try	
to	overwhelm	the	former	but	eventually	follows	its	lead.”107	Moreover,	Kracauer’s	idea	
of	 the	 medium’s	 realistic	 tendency	 is	 not	 always	 in	 accord	 with	 traditional	
understandings	of	 cinematic	 realism;	examples	 for	 the	 leaning	 to	 the	material	world	
include,	aside	 from	the	expected	 films	associated	with	 Italian	Neorealism,	sequences	




In	 addition	 to	 and	 of	 very	 similar	 character	 to	 the	 well-known	 dichotomy	 between	
photographic	 media’s	 realistic	 and	 formative	 tendencies,	 one	 can	 find	 a	 further	
opposition	 in	Theory	of	Film,	 that	 is	 the	uneven	relationship	between	story	elements	
and	“small	moments	of	material	life”108	(Béla	Balázs)	without	a	clear	narrative	function.	
In	cinema,	the	feature	film	in	particular,	Kracauer	suggests,	these	two	principles	heavily	









these	 compositional	 plot	 components—termed	 as	 “intrigue”	 throughout	 Theory	 of	
Film—are	 understood	 as	 manifestations	 of	 the	 formative	 tendency.	 As	 Kracauer	
suggests,	“practically	all	films	following	the	lines	of	a	theatrical	story	evolve	narratives	
whose	 significance	 overshadows	 that	 of	 the	 raw	 material	 of	 nature	 used	 for	 their	
implementation.”109		
For	Kracauer,	the	theatrical	story,	and	here	especially	the	form	of	the	classical	
tragedy,	 is	 the	 genre	 that	 clashes	 most	 strongly	 with	 cinema’s	 unique	 potential	 of	
rendering	 encounters	with	material	 phenomena.	 “From	 the	 angle	 of	 film,”	 Kracauer	
writes,	“the	theatrical	play	is	composed	of	units	which	represent	a	crude	abbreviation	
of	camera-life.	To	say	the	same	in	cinematic	terms,	the	theatrical	story	proceeds	by	way	
of	 ‘long	 shots.’”110	Rather	 than	presenting	 the	 entire	 physical	world—its	 human	and	
non-human	aspects—theatrical	films,	due	to	their	dependence	on	traditional	dramas,	
show	 an	 exclusive	 “concern	 for	 human	 characters	 and	 human	 interrelations.”111	For	




films	relying	on	the	 theatrical	principle	 lean	towards	 the	creation	of	“a	whole	with	a	
purpose,” 113 	an	 endeavour	 which	 Kracauer	 regards	 as	 being	 opposed	 to	 cinema’s	
exclusive	possibilities.		


















such	 whole,	 they	 refer	 us	 from	 the	 material	 dimension	 back	 to	 that	 of	
ideology.114	
In	accordance	with	the	medium’s	realistic	 tendency,	Kracauer	suggests,	 the	camera’s	
penetration	 of	 the	 physical	 world	 should	 not	 be	 driven	 by	 a	 higher	 purpose	 and	
therefore	not	overloaded	with	symbolic	or	other	messages.	Rather,	it	is	the	apparently	
insignificant	 details	 which	 matter	 most,	 fragments	 of	 reality	 with	 a	 relative	
independence	 from	 the	 story,	 such	 as	 “the	 ripple	of	 leaves	 stirred	 in	 the	wind”	 in	 a	
Lumière	film,	which	is	referred	to	several	times	throughout	Theory	of	Film.		
Yet	despite	this	overall	preference	for	film’s	non-purposeful	engagement	with	















“insoluble	 dilemma.”117	In	 this	 context,	 he	 praises	 D.	W.	 Griffith	 for	 his	 “admirable	
nonsolution.”118	Griffith’s	 films,	Kracauer	 argues,	 “are	 full	 of	 fissures	 traceable	 to	his	
cinematic	instinct	rather	than	technical	awkwardness,”	thus	not	transcending	but	rather	










but	retain	a	degree	of	 independence	of	 the	 intrigue	and	thus	succeed	 in	summoning	








evocation,	 however,	 needs	 to	 be	 treated	 with	 caution,	 and	 not	 only	 because	 of	
Kracauer’s	 lifelong	 aversion	 to	 Hegel.	 Rather,	 the	 antagonism	 of	 the	 two	 clashing	




Film	 but	 also	 History	 are	 full	 of	 such	 non-transcended	 binaries;	 aside	 from	 the	
polarisation	between	 the	 realistic	and	 the	 formative	 tendency,	of	narrative	structure	
against	 semi-autonomous	 elements	 of	 material	 phenomena,	 we	 can	 find	 further	
oppositions	 like	 micro	 (close-up)	 versus	 macro	 perspective	 (long	 shot)	 or	 the	
conceptualisation	of	time/history	as	a	continuous	and,	at	the	same	time,	discontinuous	
process.	Kracauer’s	“side-by-side”	principle,	as	Drehli	Robnik	has	observed,	dissociates	
itself	 from	the	belief	 in	an	“either/or”122:	 “Instead	of	 film	unalienated	by	story	 form,	
plunging	us	 into	 into	a	wild	microphysics	of	particulars	or	an	 idyll	of	details,”	Robnik	
suggests,	“Kracauer	ultimately	votes	for	cinematic	stories	that	are	found	or	emergent;	
















to	whom	 that	 sad	 saying	applies:	 his	 fame	 is	 nothing	more	 than	 “the	 sum	of	
errors”	connected	with	his	name.	Under	his	name	we	would	find	Harold	Bloom’s	
fictitious	 “map	 of	 misreading”	 with	 all	 the	 possible	 contradictory	 but	 also	
productive	interpretations	and	with	all	the	unproductive	misunderstandings	that	
have	tended	to	get	in	the	way.	Most	prominent	among	these	are	some	theorists	
of	 film	 who	 wish	 to	 do	 their	 best	 to	 punish	 the	 name	 Kracauer	 for	 having	
produced	a	naive	apology	for	realism,	without	actually	having	understood	the	













have	 become	 much	 more	 steady.	 However,	 several	 misreadings,	 to	 which	 Koch’s	
observation	 refers	 above,	 continue	 to	 have	 a	 strong	 impact	 on	 the	 reputation	 of	
Kracauer’s	writings.	This	is	especially	true	with	regard	to	his	material	film	aesthetics.	For	
this	 reason,	 before	 describing	 how	 I	 intend	 to	 apply	 Kracauer’s	 Theory	 of	 Film	 to	










and	 another	 German	 émigré	 in	 the	 United	 States,	 praised	 it	 as	 “probably	 the	most	





















126	Hansen,	 “Introduction,”	 ix.	 See	 for	 some	 immediate	negative	 reactions	 in	West-Germany	 after	 the	
publication	 of	 the	 book’s	 German	 translation	 in	 1964,	 Helmut	 Lethen,	 “Sichtbarkeit:	 Kracauers	














ostensible	 unwillingness	 to	 comprehend	 Kracauer’s	 peculiar	 approach	 to	 the	
medium.129	
Perhaps	 even	more	momentous	 than	 Kael’s	 deeply	 polemical	 attack	was	 the	
negative	evaluation	of	Theory	of	Film	by	film	scholar	Dudley	Andrew.	In	his	influential	





in	 Film	 Theory	 (1984):	 “While	 Bazin’s	 notions	 of	 standard	 perception	 derive	 from	
Bergson	 and	 Sartre	 and	 are	 substantially	 more	 complicated	 than	 Kracauer’s	 naïve	
realism,	both	men	think	of	cinema	as	extending,	 rather	than	altering,	perception.”132	
The	 reputation	 as	 a	 naïve	 and	 dogmatic	 advocate	 of	 realism,	 shaped	 by	 Kael	 and	
Andrew,	 among	 others,	 would	 haunt	 Kracauer	 for	 a	 long	 time,	 perhaps	 even	 until	
today.133		
Yet,	it	was	not	only	the	misleading	criticism	of	Theory	of	Film	which	had	an	impact	








































the	1968	Paris	 uprisings,	was	part	 of	 a	 radical	 critique	of	 (bourgeois)	 representation	
aimed	to	reveal	the	(hidden)	power	structures	of	capitalist	societies.	The	combination	
of	 these	 theoretical	 frameworks	 as	 applied	 to	 cinema	 would	 become	 known	 as	
apparatus	 theory	 (or	Screen	 theory,	 for	 its	dominance	 in	 the	eponymous	British	 film	
journal).134	Different	from	the	exclusive	focus	on	representation	in	semiotic	approaches,	
apparatus	theorists	like	Jean-Louis	Baudry	and	Christian	Metz,	among	others,	shared	a	
critical	 interest	 in	 questions	 of	 cinema	 and	 its	 specific	 circumstances	 of	 reception	
structure	the	spectator’s	consciousness.	
Roughly,	 apparatus	 theory	 addressed	 what	 was	 seen	 as	 the	 problematic	
interrelationship	between	the	illusionary	impression	of	reality	evoked	by	the	medium,	
on	 the	 one	 hand,	 and	 the	 technological	 conditions	 of	 film	 reception,	 the	 cinematic	
apparatus,	 on	 the	 other.	 The	 critical	 examination	 of	 both	 filmic	 representation	 and	
perception	 was	 combined	 with	 psychoanalytical	 theories	 of	 the	 unconscious	 and	
primary	 identification,	suggesting	that	the	nature	of	the	cinematic	apparatus	enables	
the	spectator	to	project	their	fantasies	and	desires	onto	the	filmic	world,	as	well	as	to	





elements	 are	 regarded	 as	 manifestations	 and	 producers	 of	 bourgeois	 ideology:	




Notwithstanding	 a	 shared	 interest	 in	 the	 psychological	 effects	 of	 film	





pulls	 the	 viewer	 into	 the	 film	 and	dissociates	 rather	 than	 integrates	 the	 spectatorial	
self.”135	Moreover,	whereas	Theory	of	Film	emphasises	the	medium’s	potential	for	(re-
)experiences	of	 reality	and	 formations	of	human	 subjectivity,	 conceptions	 combining	
ideology-critique	and	psychoanalysis	point	 to	 the	negative	effects	of	what	 is	 seen	as	
cinema’s	veneering	character.	Subsequently,	both	filmic	realism	and	phenomenological-



















attempts	 to	 reclaim	 film	 as	 a	 material	 and	 bodily	 experience,	 ranging	 from	 Vivian	
Sobchack’s	 neo-phenomenological	 reflections	 on	 cinema	 with	 a	 strong	 recourse	 to	
Maurice	Merleau-Ponty,	Laura	U.	Mark’s	examinations	of	the	medium’s	tactile	qualities,	




reference	 to	 Kracauer’s	 material	 film	 aesthetics,	 if	 it	 is	 noticed	 at	 all.	 Consider,	 for	
instance,	 Lúcia	 Nagib’s	 and	 Cecília	 Mello’s	 Realism	 and	 the	 Audiovisual	 Media,	 a	
collection	of	essays	around	the	issue	of	realism.	Apart	from	being	mentioned	very	briefly	
in	the	editors’	introduction,	there	is	no	reference	to	Kracauer’s	Theory	of	Film	in	any	of	





become	relevant	as	a	 result	of	 the	 recent	 technological	 changes	 from	 film	 to	digital;	
secondly,	 cinematic	 realism	 is	 often	 examined	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 employment	 of	
particular	 cinematic	 techniques	 such	 as	 the	 long	 take;	 and	 third,	 the	 emphasis	 in	
scholarship	 on	 realist	 auteurs	 and	 movements	 (e.g.	 Italian	 Neorealism).	 All	 three	










Senses	 (Durham:	 Duke	 University	 Press,	 2000);	 Steven	 Shaviro,	 The	 Cinematic	 Body	 (Minneapolis:	
University	of	Minnesota	Press,	1993).		




In	 their	 introduction	 to	Culture	 in	 the	Anteroom,	Gerd	Gemünden	and	 Johannes	von	
Moltke	 claim	 that	 “Kracauer’s	 cultural	 critique	 retains	 its	 relevance	 for	 the	present,”	
insisting	 “on	 the	 contemporaneity	 of	 his	work,	 its	 potential	 for	 invigorating	 ongoing	
debates	 in	 the	 humanities.” 138 	In	 accordance	 with	 Gemünden’s	 and	 von	 Moltke’s	
assessment,	 I	 will	 argue	 for	 the	 continuing	 relevance	 of	 Kracauer’s	 conception	 of	




stand	together	 in	 their	very	different	ways	as	 the	grand	closing	gestures	on	a	
certain	way	 of	 thinking	 about	 film.	 And	 part	 of	 their	 richness,	 and	why	 they	
remain	 compelling	works	 today,	 is	 that	 they	 represent	 both	 the	 closure	 of	 a	
certain	kind	of	thought	and	the	opening	up	of	new	philosophical	vistas	to	which	









authoritarianism),	 being	 regarded—alongside	 the	 writings	 of	 Bazin—as	 the	
personification	of	realist	film	theory.	But	despite	(or	perhaps	because	of)	his	canonical	
status,	 for	 a	 rather	 long	 time	Theory	 of	 Film	 “languished	 in	 relative	 obscurity,”141	as	
Gemünden	and	von	Moltke	have	observed	with	respect	to	Kracauer’s	work	in	toto.	As	a	
																																																						




























discovered,	 along	with—in	 the	 field	 of	 cinema—other	 important	 figures	 of	 so-called	
classical	film	theory	such	as	Rudolf	Arnheim,	Béla	Balázs	or	Jean	Epstein.	With	regard	to	
the	‘rehabilitation’	of	Kracauer’s	film	theory,	the	greatest	credit	arguably	goes	to	Miriam	
Hansen,	 who	 has	 been	 the	 first	 (and	 the	 most	 persistent)	 in	 not	 only	 defending	
Kracauer’s	approach	(against	the	critique	of	naïve	realism	described	above)	but	also	in	
contextualising	 it	 historically,	 drawing	 attention	 to	 the	 continuities	 and	 shifts	 in	
Kracauer’s	material	aesthetics	as	well	as	the	different	development	stages	of	Theory	of	
Film.	In	addition	to	her	emphasis	on	historical	contextualisation,	Hansen	has	pointed	to	
the	 ongoing	 relevance	 of	 Kracauer’s	 concerns	 for	 contemporary	 debates,	 locating	
Kracauer’s	idea	of	the	medium,	both	for	its	anti-classical	elements	and	its	emphasis	on	
the	 sensory	 nature	 of	 spectatorship,	within	 an	 “alternative	 tradition”	 of	 film	 theory,	












historical	 texts	 and	writers	 of	 film	 theory	 can	 be	 distinguished	 from	 (and	 should	 be	
favoured	 over)	 what	 he	 considers	 historicist,	 ahistorical	 and	 presentist	 approaches	
(even	 though	 these	 categories,	 as	 he	 acknowledges,	 are	 of	 largely	 heuristic	
character). 146 	Apart	 from	 the	 strong	 American	 scholarship,	 represented	 most	
prominently	 by	 Hansen,	 von	Moltke	 and	 Thomas	 Y.	 Levin	 (who	 in	 1995	 edited	 and	
translated	The	Mass	Ornament,	a	collection	of	Kracauer’s	Weimar	essays),	there	has	also	
been	 a	 significant	 number	 of	 German-language	 publications	 dedicated	 to	 Kracauer’s	
oeuvre	 (and	 particularly	 his	 film	 theory)	 by	 scholars	 including	 Gertrud	 Koch,	 Heide	
Schlüpmann	and	Drehli	Robnik.		
The	 vast	majority	 of	 contributions,	whether	 in	 English	 or	German,	 follow	 the	
historicizing	model	as	promoted	by	Hansen	and	von	Moltke.	My	approach	to	Kracauer’s	
Theory	of	Film	builds	upon	this	existing	scholarship	as	well	as	attempting	to	explore	new	
avenues,	 namely	 to	 apply	 his	 material	 aesthetics	 to	 contemporary	 cinema.	 “One	
objective	of	a	rearticulated	form	of	Kracauerian	analysis,”	as	Ian	Aitken	has	suggested,	
“would	appear	to	be	the	more	substantial	application	of	Kracauer’s	ideas	to	particular	




filmmaking.	However,	 as	 should	be	 clear	by	now,	 I	 do	not	 consider	Theory	of	 Film	 a	
dogmatic	manual	 of	 cinematic	 realism	but	 an	open	 text	 that	 raises	 significant	 issues	












Kracauer’s	 film	 theory	 right	 or	wrong,	 I	want	 to	 use	 the	 book	 as	 a	 toolbox	 to	 think	
through	contemporary	cinema	and	the	current	possibilities	for	experiences	of	reality.	As	
case	 studies,	 I	 have	 chosen	 films	 associated	 with	 the	 Berlin	 School,	 a	 group	 of	



































aims	 to	 explore	 the	 significance	 of	 Siegfried	 Kracauer’s	 Theory	 of	 Film	 for	 the	
examination	 of	 contemporary	 realist	 cinema.	 In	 so	 doing,	 I	 argue	 for	 the	 ongoing	
relevance	of	Kracauer’s	distinctive	conception	of	the	medium.	For	Kracauer,	as	I	have	
shown	in	the	previous	chapter,	film	possesses	the	unique	potential	for	(re-)experiences	
of	 the	 material	 world.	 But	 even	 though	 this	 capacity	 is	 considered	 inherent	 to	 the	
medium,	it	nevertheless	depends,	in	Kracauer’s	view,	on	the	medium’s	‘appropriate’	use	












as	Marco	 Abel	 has	 observed,	 in	 “long	 takes,	 long	 shots,	 clinically	 precise	 framing,	 a	
certain	 deliberateness	 of	 pacing,	 sparse	 usage	 of	 extradiegetic	 music,	 poetic	 use	 of	
diegetic	 sound,	 and,	 frequently,	 the	 reliance	 on	 unknown	 or	 even	 non-professional	





Though	 definitely	 an	 appropriate	 description	 of	 common	 aesthetic	 features	
among	 films	 of	 the	 Berlin	 School,	 these	 rather	 formal	 criteria,	 as	 Abel	 has	 correctly	
noted,	nevertheless	do	not	convey	what	is	most	crucial	about	Berlin	School	cinema.	149	
Certainly,	the	Berlin	School	can	be	defined	as	a	group	(including	not	only	directors	but	
also	 cinematographers,	 editors	 etc.)	 who	 share	 a	 set	 of	 aesthetic	 practices,	 often	
diametrically	opposed	to	predominant	uses	in	commercial	or	mainstream	cinema,	and	
which	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 part	 of	 a	 global	 realist	 tendency.	 The	 filmmakers’	 approach,	
however,	 should	 not	 be	 reduced	 to	 a	 list	 of	 formal	 criteria.	 Rather,	 as	 I	 hope	 to	
demonstrate	in	this	study,	there	can	be	observed	a	similar	attitude	to	the	material	world	














Worthmann	 and	 Rainer	 Gansera,	 refer	 to	 the	 same	 three	 directors—alongside	
Schanelec	and	Arslan,	Christian	Petzold—as	‘members’	of	an	emerging	school	and	aim	













ihren	 Kollegen	 Christian	 Petzold	 und	 Thomas	 Arslan.	 Alle	 drei	 haben	 an	 der	
Berliner	Filmhochschule	dffb	studiert.	[...]	Wer	die	Filme	dieser	‘Berliner	Schule’	
sieht,	kann	darin	einen	ganz	ähnlichen	Umgang	mit	Raum	und	Zeit	bemerken.	In	












drei	 dabei	 sind,	 ihre	 Eigenheiten	 auszuformulieren,	 werden	 auch	 ihre	
Gemeinsamkeiten	 deutlicher	 sichtbar.	 [...]	 Alle	 drei	 wollen	 die	 Wirklichkeit	
weder	 decouvrieren	 noch	 ironisieren.	 Sie	 erzeugen—ästhetisch	 am	Gegenpol	
des	 Dogma-Vitalismus—Evidenzen,	 indem	 sie	 ihren	 Figuren	 Schönheit	 und	
Würde	verleihen.151			
According	to	Gansera,	the	films	of	Arslan,	Schanelec	and	Petzold	generate	self-evidence,	









standard	 work	 of	 national	 film	 history	 in	 the	 German	 language.	 In	 the	 chapter	 on	
																																																						





generation	 of	 auteur	 cinema	 in	 Germany:	 “Mit	 ihrer	 formalen	 Konsequenz	 stehen	
Angela	Schanelec,	Thomas	Arslan	und	Christian	Petzold	für	eine	radikal	subjektive,	aber	
gleichwohl	 nach	 außen	 offene	 Autorenhaltung.	 Alle	 drei	 erschließen	 dem	deutschen	
Film	neue	Wirklichkeiten,	gerade	indem	sie	darauf	bestehen,	daß	sie	sich	nur	ästhetisch	
vermitteln	 lassen.”152	What	becomes	apparent	 in	Nicodemus’s	description	 is	 that	 the	
Berlin	 School’s	 approach	 to	 reality	 is	 utterly	 cinematic	 and,	 one	 could	 add	here,	 not	
content-driven.	Matters	of	aesthetics	and	stylisation,	addressed	here	and	which	I	will	
examine	later	in	more	detail,	relate	to	different	notions	of	both	the	political	and	realism.	
Like	Worthmann	and	Gansera,	Nicodemus	 identifies	 aesthetic	 similarities	 among	 the	
films	of	 the	three	directors.	Moreover,	by	dubbing	the	directors’	cinematic	approach	




Klarheit,	 in	 dem	 es	 eher	 um	 die	 Intensität	 und	 Komposition	 des	 einzelnen	
Moments	 geht	 als	 um	 Geschichten.	 Ein	 Kino,	 das	 von	 den	 Figuren	 und	 ihrer	
Sprache	ausgeht	und	nicht	von	einer	aufgesetzten	Dramaturgie.	So	ist	es	auch	
kein	 Zufall,	 daß	 sich	 seine	 drei	 Regie-Protagonisten	 auf	 den	 französischen	
Autorenfilm	beziehen.	Die	ästhetische	und	stilbildende	Wirkung	 ihrer	eigenen	




above	 from	 Worthmann,	 Gansera	 and	 Nicodemus:	 a	 cinema	 that	 concentrates	 on	
characters	and	objects	and	takes	them	as	starting	point;	the	importance	of	space(s)	and	
local	 settings;	 a	deceleration	of	 filmic	 action	 that	provokes	a	different	experience	of	
time,	 a	 tendency	 to	 observation,	 elliptical	 storytelling,	 a	 preference	 for	 (mundane)	
details	over	the	dramaturgic	whole,	a	naturalist	mode	of	lighting	and	sound	etc.	All	these	
aspects	are	related	to	questions	of	realism,	and	to	Kracauer’s	distinctive	notion	of	it,	and	
will	 be	part	of	my	deeper	analysis	of	 key	 films	 in	 the	 following	 chapters.	But	before	
																																																						














question	of	 the	political	has	been	 shifted	over	 the	years.	Already	 two	years	after	 its	
foundation,	a	large	number	of	students	were	expelled	from	the	school	in	the	context	of	
the	 student	movement	 of	 1968.	Over	 the	 following	 years,	 the	 school	 established	 its	
reputation	for	explicit	political	and	strongly	leftist	filmmaking;	a	number	of	films	made	
by	DFFB	 graduates	 in	 this	 period	 can	be	 described	 as	 socio-critical,	 concentrated	on	
workers’	 spheres.	 As	 a	 consequence,	 directors	 such	 as	 Christian	 Ziewer	 and	 Max	
Willutzki	became	labelled	as	the	‘Berliner	Schule	des	Arbeiterfilms,’	which,	thanks	to	its	
directors’	rather	content-driven	work,	distinguished	itself	from	the	aesthetic	approach	
of	 graduates	 from	 the	Hochschule	 für	 Film	 und	 Fernsehen	 (HFF)	 in	Munich	 (Ingemo	









beginning	of	 the	1980s	on,	 coinciding	with	 the	emergence	of	 video,	 an	aesthetic	 re-
orientation	took	place	at	the	school:	the	DFFB’s	decidedly	political	direction	started	to	
weaken	 and	 “the	 model	 of	 the	 bohemian-artist-intellectual	 filmmaker” 155 	became	









by	 pop	 theory	 and	 interested	 in	 larger	 discourses	 on	 cinema’s	means	 of	 expression,	
organised	weekly	film	screenings	and	discussions,	which,	in	conjunction	with	seminars,	
helped	them	to	develop	their	own	cinematic	styles.157	Just	as	for	the	directors	of	the	
French	New	Wave,	 viewing	 and	discussing	 films	 (collectively)	 belonged	 together	 and	
were	 seen	 as	 fundamental	 parts	 of	 filmmaking.	 In	 this	 context,	 Arslan	 and	 Petzold	
moreover	 took	 up	 intellectual	 debates	 about	 the	 medium	 held	 in	 the	 magazine	




whose	 approach	 to	 images	 had	 a	 great	 impact	 on	 the	 second	 Berlin	 School.	 This	
specifically	applies	 to	Petzold,	who,	 for	 instance,	considers	Bitomsky’s	documenatary	
Der	VW-Komplex	(1990)	highly	influential	for	his	feature	Wolfsburg	(2003).158	There	is	
an	 even	 stronger	 connection	 with	 Farocki,	 who	 engaged	 in	 important	 dramaturgy	
collaborations	 (in	 terms	 of	 the	 development	 of	 screenplays)	 in	 a	 large	 number	 of	










am	Genre:	 Verbrechergeschichten	 aus	Deutschland,	 ed.	 Rainer	 Rother	 and	 Julia	 Pattis	 (Berlin:	 Bertz	 +	
Fischer,	2011),	85–99.	
















School	 directors	 of	 the	 1990s	 and	 the	 ‘second’	 Nouvelle	 Vague	 generation	 (Jean	
Eustache,	Philippe	Garrel,	Jacques	Doillon,	Maurice	Pialat,	Benoît	Jacquot)	through	an	








The	 art	 that	 has	 played	 an	 important	 role	 in	 my	 life	 is	 characterized	 by	 its	
openness,	 ambiguity,	 its	 amorality	 and	 its	 refusal	 to	 be	 exploited	 and	









directors	make	“political”	 films	 (i.e.,	message-driven	 films	such	as	Michael	Moore’s)	but	because	 they	
make	 their	 films	 politically—because	 their	 images	 do	 not	 so	much	 pretend	 to	 present	 some	 invisible	
knowledge	of	some	“real”	Germany	offered	up	as	indispensable	insights	as	points	to	the	future	in	hopes	









Petzold	 and	 Schanelec,	 who	 have	 subsequently	 been	 described	 as	 the	 group’s	 first	
generation.	Making	their	first	feature-length	films	in	the	mid-90s	(Mach	die	Musik	leiser	
[Turn	the	Music	Down,	1994,	dir.	Arslan],	Das	Glück	meiner	Schwester	[My	Sister’s	Good	
Fortune,	 1995,	 dir.	 Schanelec]	 and	Pilotinnen	 [Pilots,	1995,	 dir.	 Petzold],	 some	 years	








(Be	 My	 Star,	 2001),	 Speth’s	 In	 den	 Tag	 hinein	 (The	 Days	 Between,	 2001),	 Köhler’s	
Bungalow	(2002),	Winckler’s	Klassenfahrt	(Class	Trip,	2002),	Ade’s	Der	Wald	vor	lauter	
Bäumen	(Forest	for	the	Trees,	2003)	and	Hochhäusler’s	Milchwald	(This	Very	Moment,	
2003),	 co-written	 with	 Heisenberg.	 On	 the	 occasion	 of	 the	 joint	 cinema	 release	 of	
Winckler’s	Klassenfahrt,	 Schanelec’s	Marseille	 as	well	 as	 Jan	 Krüger’s	Unterwegs	 (En	




of	 their	 joint	 education	 at	 the	 DFFB,	 it	 is	 in	 some	ways	misleading	 for	 the	 younger	
directors,	who	did	not	study	 in	Berlin	but	at	other	 film	schools	around	Germany	and	
Austria,	 though	 they	 have	 all	 subsequently	moved	 to	 Berlin.	 Christoph	Hochhäusler,	
Benjamin	 Heisenberg	 and,	 later	 on,	 Maren	 Ade	 attended	 the	 Film	 and	 Television	
Academy	in	Munich,	Ulrich	Köhler	and	Henner	Winckler	studied	at	the	University	of	Fine	
Arts	in	Hamburg,	while	Valeska	Grisebach	graduated	from	the	Viennese	Film	Academy.	
Through	 Grisebach,	 there	 is	 also	 a	 personal	 connection	 to	 contemporary	 Austrian	
directors	 including	 Barbara	 Albert	 and	 Jessica	 Hausner,	 two	 of	 the	members	 of	 the	
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season,	 “Luminous	 Days”	 (2007);	 Georg	 Seeßlen’s	 “Die	 Anti-Erzählmaschine”	 (2007);	
Cristina	Nord’s	evaluation	of	the	movement,	“Notizen	zur	Berliner	Schule”	(2007);	and	
Marco	 Abel’s	 distinctive	 account	 in	 “Intensifying	 Life”	 (2008),	 the	 starting	 point	 for	
Abel’s	extensive	academic	work	on	the	Berlin	School,	which	 includes	single	essays	as	





Frankfurt	 School	 of	 Critical	 Theory	may	 come	 to	mind,	 perhaps	 the	most	 prominent	
example	of	a	school	of	thought.	The	most	recent	case	before	the	Berlin	School	had	been	







164	Christian	Petzold,	asked	when	he	 first	heard	 the	 term	 ‘Berlin	School’,	makes	 the	connection	 to	 the	
‘Hamburg	 School’:	 “Ich	 hörte	 damals	 dauernd	 Blumfeld,	 die	 ja	 zur	 sogenannten	 Hamburger	 Schule	
zählten,	und	dachte:	Prima!”	in	Lars-Olav	Beier,	“Petzold	über	die	Berliner	Schule:	‘Deutsche	definieren	








filmmakers	 themselves	 believe)—a	 system	 of	 concentrated	 abstention	 which	
produces	a	“reality”	of	inner	movements	in	representation;	and	which	holds	this	
reality	to	be	the	true	countenance	of	the	world.	One	need	not	agree	with	these	
assumptions	 in	order	 to	 see	 that	 a	 shared	adherence	 to	 them	will	 eventually	
form	a	“school”	whose	principles	of	 faith	and	 techniques	of	producing	a	very	
















the	 school	 and	 differences	 to	 non-members.	 The	 shared	 history	 (DFFB)	 and	
public	reception	would	then	be	symptomatic	of	a	common	ground	and	would	
consequently	 allow	 for	 openness	 towards	 new	members,	 an	 openness	which	















has	 noted,	 in	 relation	 to	 each	 other	 than	 as	 single	 films.167	For	 American	 film	 critic	
Michael	Sicinski,	the	group	is	
not	 a	 “school”	 at	 all;	 in	 many	 ways	 it’s	 a	 retroactive	 fabrication	 of	 critics	
struggling	to	get	a	grip	on	exciting	recent	developments	in	German	cinema.	This	
nouvelle	vague	Allemande,	as	Cahiers	[du	Cinema]	has	more	reasonably	called	
it,	 is	 a	 loosely	 defined	 group	 of	 directors	 making	 largely	 low-budget,	











more	 to	defy	expectations,	 a	development	 that	 I	 find	both	necessary	 and	 liberating.	
School	is	out,	and	I	am	eager	to	see	what	comes	next.”170	
	 Eric	 Rentschler,	 however,	 has	 argued	 that	 “[f]or	 all	 the	 confusions	 and	
misapprehensions	 it	 has	 engendered,	 the	 term	 ‘Berlin	 School’	 has	 served	 quite	
effectively	as	a	point	of	reference	and	a	site	of	coherence	and	[…]	common	cause,	as	
well	 as	 a	 source	 of	 product	 recognition,	 an	 appellation	 that	 enables	 films	 to	 accrue	
meaning	within	significant	creative	and	constructive	constellations.”171	Likewise,	Marco	
																																																						















Yet	 despite	 good	 arguments	 for	 keeping	 this	 well	 adopted	 and	 catchy	 label	





wieder	 getroffen,	 um	 uns	 Filme	 anzusehen,	 auch	 unsere	 eigenen.	 Das	 waren	 sehr	
offene,	 kritische	 Gespräche.	 Klar	 sind	 wir	 keine	Wohngemeinschaft.	 In	 einer	 Schule	
wären	wir	eher	die,	die	sich	am	Fahrradständer	treffen,	um	gemeinsam	zu	rauchen.”173	
Petzold’s	 brief	 remark	 is	 striking,	 not	 only	 because	 it	 constitutes	 one	 of	 the	 few	
thoroughly	positive	evocations	of	the	notion	of	a	School	by	one	of	the	directors	(apart	
from	 Hochhäusler),	 but	 even	 more	 through	 his	 emphasis	 on	 the	 “open,	 critical	







cinema,	 not	 only	 the	 above	 mentioned	 directors	 but	 also	 other	 positions	 in	 the	




cameramen	 (Reinhold	 Vorschneider,	 Bernhard	 Keller,	 Patrick	 Orth,	 Hans	








Aside	 from	 the	 collaborations	 mentioned	 by	 Hochhäusler,	 other	 departments	 from	
sound	 recording	 (Andreas	Mücke-Niesythka,	 Heino	 Herrenbrück)	 to	 costume	 design	
(Anette	Guther)	have	remained	in	the	control	of	the	same	few	people.	At	least	equally	
importantly,	 the	 films	 have	 been	 produced	 independently	 of	 major	 production	
companies.	The	two-man	production	company	Schramm	Film	can	be	singled	out	here,	
having	 produced	 all	 of	 Petzold’s	 as	 well	 as	 several	 films	 by	 Arslan,	 Schanelec	 and	
Winckler.	 In	 this	 context,	 one	 could	 also	 refer	 to	 Peripher,	 an	 independent	 film	






The	 Berlin	 School	 has	 been	 seen	 by	 scholars	 and	 critics	 both	 in	 a	 national	 and	
international	context.	As	a	group	of	directors	from	the	same	country,	their	films	have	
been	 discussed	 in	 relation	 to	 and,	 in	 some	 ways,	 as	 the	 successors	 of	 the	 German	
Autorenkino	of	the	likes	of	Rainer	Werner	Fassbinder,	Wim	Wenders,	Werner	Herzog,	
among	 others.	 For	 Marco	 Abel,	 Berlin	 School	 films	 “constitute	 the	 first	 significant	











and	 questions	 of	 filmmaking	 with	 an	 emphasis	 on	 the	 relation	 to	 life	 and	 the	 world	 around	 us	 are	





and	 1990s	 for	 which	 Eric	 Rentschler	 coined	 the	 term	 “cinema	 of	 consensus.” 177	
According	 to	 Rentschler,	 most	 German	 films	 in	 those	 two	 decades	 relied	 on	 genre	
conventions	 and	were	dominated	by	non-political	 star-driven	productions,	 especially	
romantic	comedies.	By	producing	Gegenwartsfilme	that	take	place	in	the	here	and	now	
of	 (mainly	 German)	 cities,	 towns	 and	 villages,	 Berlin	 School	 cinema	 moreover	
distinguishes	itself	from	the	many	German	films	since	reunification	that	deal	with	the	
country’s	past,	be	it	National	Socialism	(Nirgendwo	in	Afrika	[Nowhere	in	Africa,	2001],	




The	 Berlin	 School	 can	 not	 only	 be	 located	 outside	 of	 the	 German	 film	
establishment	aesthetically,	but	also	economically	 and	politically.	Most	Berlin	 School	
films	 have	 struggled	 to	 find	 more	 than	 10,000	 viewers	 in	 theatrical	 screenings	 in	






























American	 film	 critic	 A.	 O.	 Scott	 introduced	 a	 new	 generation	 of	 independent	 US	
filmmakers,	including	Kelly	Reichardt	and	Ramin	Bahrani,	to	the	readers	of	the	New	York	
Times.	With	reference	to	Italian	Neorealism,	Scott	presented	this	new	American	wave	






hard	 to	 distinguish	 from	 the	 more	 sinister	 seduction	 of	 believing	 in	 lies.	 To	
counter	the	tyranny	of	fantasy	entrenched	on	Wall	Street	and	in	Washington	as	
well	as	in	Hollywood,	it	seems	possible	that	engagement	with	the	world	as	it	is	
might	 reassert	 itself	 as	 an	 aesthetic	 strategy.	 Perhaps	 it	 would	 be	 worth	
considering	 that	what	we	 need	 from	movies,	 in	 the	 face	 of	 a	 dismaying	 and	
confusing	real	world,	is	realism.181		
Even	though	not	mentioned	in	Scott’s	article,	the	Berlin	School	directors	can	be	situated	
within	 this	 global	 movement,	 as	 they	 have	 positioned	 themselves	 as	 opposed	 to	
mainstream	 cinema’s	 manipulative	 methods.	 For	 Christoph	 Hochhäusler,	 “there	 is	
always	 the	 utopian	 desire	 for	 liberation,	 from	 dependence,	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 the	
Enlightenment,	and	this	is	pretty	much	the	antipode	to	the	cinema	of	seduction	that	the	
Americans	 are	 practicing,	 if	 one	 wants	 to	 simplify	 the	 matter	 in	 this	 way.” 182	
Hochhäusler’s	remark	draws	attention	to	the	(apparent)	opposition	between	European	
Art	cinema	and	Hollywood.	As	Thomas	Elsaesser	has	pointed	out,		
European	 art/auteur	 cinema	 (and	 by	 extension,	 world	 cinema)	 has	 always	
defined	itself	against	Hollywood	on	the	basis	of	its	greater	realism.	Whether	one	









notions	 of	 non-Hollywood	 filmmaking	 are	 generally	 tied	 to	 some	 version	 of	
realist	aesthetics.183		
As	 suggested	 by	 Elsaesser,	 these	 varieties	 of	 realist	 aesthetics,	 though	 originally	
associated	 with	 European	 cinema,	 can	 indeed	 be	 observed	 across	 the	 globe.	 In	 his	
contribution	 to	 the	 Berlin	 School	 Glossary,	 “Eclectic	 Affinities,”	 Gerd	 Gemünden	
describes	 the	 Berlin	 School	 as	 part	 of	 a	 realist	 trend	 in	 international	 independent	
filmmaking,	 quoting	 Benjamin	Heisenberg’s	 remark	 on	Michel	 Franco’s	Daniel	 y	 Ana	
(Daniel	and	Ana,	2009):	“It	is	interesting	how	Mexican	cinema	makes	use	of	a	style	which	
we	 in	 Germany	 would	 label	 ‘Berliner	 Schule,’	 but	 which	 is	 obviously	 simply	 an	
internationally	accepted	form	of	storytelling,	of	a	certain	perspective	on	reality,	and	of	
dealing	with	the	viewer.”184	Gemünden	moreover	suggests	shared	similarities	between	
Berlin	 School	 films	 and	 the	 work	 of	 directors	 from	 Mexico	 (Fernando	 Eimbcke),	
Argentina	 (Lucrecia	Martel,	 Lisandro	Alonso),	 the	United	States	 (Kelly	Reichardt)	 and	





with	 film(maker)s	 from	 other	 countries	 and	 continents;	 take,	 for	 instance,	 the	













186 	Jaimey	 Fisher,	 “German	 Autoren	 Dialogue	 with	 Hollywood?	 Refunctioning	 the	 Horror	 Genre	 in	









Yet	 despite	 these	 international	 affiliations,	 as	 Eric	 Rentschler	 has	 argued,	 “various	
domestic	 forces	and	energies,	even	 if	 they	surely	cannot	be	seen	as	 fully	defining	 its	
ultimate	 shape,	 figured	 crucially	 in	 the	 formation	 of	 the	 Berlin	 School.” 188 	For	
Rentschler,	 these	 include,	 first,	 the	 significance	 of	 the	 magazine	 Filmkritik	 and	 its	





Thus	both	 local	and	global	 influences	have	played	a	role	 in	shaping	the	Berlin	
School,	 a	 group	which	has	 largely	 been	 considered	 in	 academic	 scholarship	 and	 film	
criticism	a	realist	project.	For	critic	Hanns-Georg	Rodek,	“reality	is	the	key	to	the	Berlin	
School.”189	Sabine	Hake	situates	the	directors	within	the	tradition	of	filmic	realism	and	
auteur	 filmmaking,	 since	 the	 group	 “has	 attracted	 special	 attention	because	of	 their	
belief	in	film	as	a	medium	with	a	unique	ability	to	create	reality	effects	and	illuminate	








189 	Hanns-Georg	 Rodek,	 “Die	 fetten	 Jahre	 der	 Berliner	 Schule,”	 Die	 Welt,	 November	 16,	 2006,	
http://www.welt.de/kultur/	article94501/Die_fetten_Jahre_der_Berliner_	Schule.html.	
190	Sabine	Hake,	German	National	Cinema	(London:	Routledge,	2002),	206.	














however,	 I	 question	 in	 the	 course	 of	 this	 thesis	 his	 assertion	 of	 the	 contradiction	
between	style	and	realist	approach.	Abel’s	argument	is	significant	insofar	as	it	refers	to	
the	problematic	nature	of	 the	discourse	on	cinematic	 realism,	a	 term	under	which	a	
number	of	different	theoretical	concepts	and	aesthetic	practices	coexist.	First,	we	need	
to	 keep	 apart	 two	 very	 different	 ideas	 and	 practices	 of	 cinematic	 realism.	 As	 Susan	
Hayward	has	pointed	out,	
There	 are,	 arguably,	 two	 types	 of	 realism	with	 regard	 to	 film.	 First,	 seamless	
realism,	whose	ideological	function	is	to	disguise	the	illusion	of	realism.	Second,	
aesthetically	motivated	 realism,	which	 attempts	 to	 use	 the	 camera	 in	 a	 non-
manipulative	fashion	and	considers	the	purpose	of	realism	in	its	ability	to	convey	






Moreover,	 as	 film	 critic	 Frieda	Grafe	 has	 suggested,	 realism	 in	 film	 always	 implies	 a	
certain	style:	hence	the	prefixes	“neo-,	sur-,	super-,	hyper-realism”	etc.195	Noel	Carroll	
makes	 a	 similar	 point	 in	 Theorizing	 the	Moving	 Image:	 “Because	 ‘realism’	 is	 a	 term	
whose	 application	 ultimately	 involves	 historical	 comparisons,	 it	 should	 not	 be	 used	





in	Film/Geschichte:	Wie	 Film	Geschichte	 anders	 schreibt,	 ed.	 Enno	Patalas	 (Berlin:	 Brinkmann	&	Bose,	
2004),	45–53.	
	 75	
realism.	None	 of	 these	 developments	 strictly	 correspond	 to	 or	 duplicate	 reality,	 but	
rather	make	pertinent	(by	analogy)	aspects	of	reality	absent	from	other	styles.”196		
Marco	Abel	moreover	considers	the	films	of	the	Berlin	School	as	distinguished	
from	 representational	 forms	 of	 realism	 because	 of	 their	 orientation	 towards	 the	
unfamiliar:	 hence	 they	 are	 “involved	 in	 inventing—or	 at	 least	 experimentally	
developing—an	 arepresentational	 realism.”197 	Taking	 a	 cue	 from	 Gilles	 Deleuze	 and	










terms	 with	 the	 demand	 to	 re-see	 that	 with	 which	 they	 assumed	 sufficient	
familiarity:	Deutschland	itself.	198		
“By	affirming	the	image	as	image,”	Abel	further	suggests,	“the	Berlin	School	films	thus	
effectively	 transform	 reality,	 forcing	 viewers	 to	 engage	 the	 seemingly	 familiar	 as	
something	unfamiliar	while	never	alienating	us	from	what	we	see.”199	I	agree	with	Abel’s	
comments	about	Berlin	School	cinema’s	affinity	with	unknown	aspects	of	reality.	But	it	
is	 also	 possible	 to	 consider	 that	 affinity	 not,	 as	 Abel	 does,	 in	 relation	 to	 Deleuzian	
concepts	of	the	autonomy	of	the	image,	but	rather	to	Kracauer’s	film	theory,	and	his	
idea	of	the	estranging	character	of	cinematic	representation.	For	Kracauer,	as	described	




not	 go	 beyond	 representation,	 despite	 their	 notable	 attempt	 to	 avoid	 clichés	 (of	















easily	materialise	 in	 representation.	 In	 this	case,	a	 realistic	position	entails	an	
adherence	 to	people	 and	 things	 as	 they	 are,	 it	 entails	 verism.	 If	 one	were	 to	
formulate	the	topmost	commandment	of	the	Berlin	School,	it	would	consist	of	a	
proscription	 of	 manipulation—of	 reality	 and	 of	 the	 observer.	 From	 this,	
everything	 else	 follows:	 a	 commitment	 to	 observation,	 a	 prohibition	 of	
intervention	(which	could	also	mean	intervening	against	false	interventions),	a	
concept	of	representation	which	wishes	to	cure	actors	of	acting,	the	camera	of	
autonomy,	montage	 of	 becoming	 authoritarian	 and	 narration	 of	 lapsing	 into	
topoi	 and	 clichés.	 Almost	 throughout,	 extra-diegetic	 music	 as	 a	 means	 of	
underscoring	 images	 is	regarded	as	 illegitimate:	original	sound.	 It	 is	 the	world	
that	 should	 appear:	 original	 world.	 Reality	 is	 fetish,	 its	 fair	 representation	 is	
“beauty.”200	




simplistic	 belief	 in	 the	 immediacy	 of	 the	 rescue	 of	 reality	 in	 film.”201	Consequently,	
according	to	Baute	et	al.,	the	School’s	aesthetic	program	can	be	described	as	“second	
order	authenticity”:	
One	 must	 lie	 in	 wait	 for	 the	 real	 reality	 which	 is	 visible	 only	 in	 the	 inner	
movements	 of	 things.	 The	 cinema	 is	 the	 apparatus	with	which	one	 can	 track	
down	 these	 inner	 movements	 of	 things	 and	 people	 (who	 are	 just	 a	 special	
instance	of	 things	with	a	 life	of	 their	own).	The	cinema	 is	 the	machine	of	 the	













inner	 movements	 of	 things	 and	 people”	 as	 well	 as	 “the	 machine	 of	 the	
phenomenological	 opening	 towards	 people”	 recalls	 Kracauer’s	 phenomenological	
approach	 to	 cinema.	 Here	 Baute	 et	 al.	 obviously,	 albeit	 implicitly,	 link	 the	 School’s	




of	 pro-filmic	 events,	 as	 highlighted	 by	 Kracauer	 as	 well	 as	 Bazin.	 This	 is	 the	
‘documentary’	aspect	of	the	medium.	Immediacy,	on	the	other	hand,	is	questioned	by	
Baute	 et	 al.’s	 reference	 to	 such	 (audio)visual	 arrangements	 as	 framing,	 camera	
movements	and	lighting:	the	aesthetic	composition	of	the	image.		











devices	 (e.g.	 camera	movement,	 framing	 and	mise-en-scène)	 is	 not	 contrary	 to	 the	
realist	 approach	 as	 long	 it	 avails	 itself	 of	 the	material	world.	 Accordingly,	 the	 Berlin	
School	directors’	material	realism	lies	precisely	in	bringing	together	form	and	content,	



















What	 is	highlighted	 in	Kracauer’s	 statement,	 taken	 from	Theory	of	 Film’s	 chapter	on	
spectatorship,	is	the	material	and	imaginative	nature	of	the	film	experience.	Rather	than	
being	 defined	 by	 meaning	 and	 content,	 filmic	 images	 and	 sounds	 are	 understood	
primarily	 as	 material	 phenomena	 that	 allow	 a	 particular	 experience	 of	 reality.	 As	
described	 in	 the	 first	 chapter,	 for	 Kracauer	 cinema	 offers	 sensory	 and	 dream-like	
journeys	 to	 the	 material	 world,	 which,	 in	 turn,	 trigger	 the	 spectator’s	 involuntary	
associations,	 memories	 and	 fantasies.	 But	 in	 order	 to	 achieve	 this	 potential,	 it	 is	
important	that	the	objects	displayed	on	screen	are	of	ambiguous	and	open	character.		
In	this	chapter,	I	take	Kracauer’s	notion	of	cinema’s	potential	for	experiences	of	
the	 material	 world	 as	 a	 starting	 point	 for	 the	 examination	 of	 Berlin	 School	 films’	
aesthetic	 approaches	 to	 reality,	 on	 both	 the	 visual	 and	 auditory	 level.	 From	 the	
discussion	 of	 chapter	 1,	 we	 know	 that	 photographic	 media,	 in	 Kracauer’s	 view,	
distinguish	 themselves	 from	 the	 traditional	 arts	 by	 their	 peculiar	 relation	 to	 raw	
material.	 Film,	 due	 to	 its	 photographic	 nature,	 he	 argues,	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 “uniquely	


















the	medium	goes	 beyond	 the	 idea	 of	 filmic	 images	 as	mere	 recordings	 of	 pro-filmic	
reality.	For	Kracauer,	as	Miriam	Hansen	has	suggested,	





cinematic	 techniques	 such	 as	 framing	 and	 editing;	 the	 “potentialities”	 of	 the	
medium	can	only	be	implemented	through	particular	stylistic	choices.209	
As	suggested	by	Hansen,	Kracauer	is	fully	aware	of	the	filmmaker’s	contributions	to	the	
medium’s	experience	of	physical	 reality,	hence	 the	constructedness	of	 filmic	 images.	
Film	 is	not	only	capable	of	capturing	 the	peripheral	world	of	material	phenomena	 in	
front	of	the	camera	but	also	always,	at	the	same	time,	of	generating	a	particular	view	of	
and,	by	extension,	‘ear’	onto	this	world.		
Yet,	 for	 Temenuga	 Trifonova	 there	 remains	 an	 “obvious	 incongruity	 between	
[Theory	 of	 Film’s]	 subtitle—The	 Redemption	 of	 Physical	 Reality—and	 the	 title	 of	 the	
book’s	 third	chapter,	which	examines	the	specific	 features	of	 the	cinematic	medium:	
‘The	 Establishment	 of	 Physical	 Existence.’	 Although	 Kracauer	 considers	 his	 work	 a	
defence	of	cinematic	realism,”	Trifonova	argues	that	“it	is	a	realism	concerned	not	with	
the	simple	representation	or	recording	of	reality	but	rather	with	the	‘establishment’	or	
invention	 of	 reality.	 Physical	 existence	 is	 not	 given	 but	 has	 to	 be	 ‘established.’” 210	
Trifonova’s	remark	is	significant	insofar	as	it	draws	attention	to	a	certain	ambivalence	in	
Kracauer’s	 notion	 of	 physical	 reality.	 In	 stark	 contrast	 to	 the	 longstanding	









It	 is	 necessary	 to	 reconsider	 Kracauer’s	 understanding	 of	 “realism.”	 Perhaps	
realism	does	not	presuppose	the	terminal	neutralization	of	signification	for	the	
sake	of	purely	indexical	relation	to	phenomena,	but	rather	involves	the	rendering	
of	 phenomena	 indeterminate	 and	 indefinite,	 random	 and	 episodic.	 […]	
Kracauer’s	realism,	then,	should	be	approached	not	as	an	attack	on	signification	
but	rather	as	a	warning	against	oversignification.	Realism	is	defined	in	negative	





Trifunova’s	 reconsideration	 of	 Kracauer’s	 conception	 of	 the	 medium	 is	 more	 than	




addressed	 explicitly	 in	 a	 chapter	 entitled	 “Inherent	 Affinities,”	 a	 term	 with	 which	
Kracauer,	 in	addition	to	the	recording	and	revealing	 functions,	attempts	to	grasp	the	
specific	 characteristics	 of	 the	 filmic	 medium	 in	 its	 relation	 to	 the	 material	 world.	
Kracauer	 identifies	 five	 such	 inherent	 affinities:	 the	 unstaged,	 the	 fortuitous,	 the	
endless,	 the	 indeterminate	 and	 the	 ‘flow	 of	 life.’212	While	 film	 shares	 the	 first	 four	
affinities	with	photography,	 the	 so-called	 flow	of	 life	 can	be	 considered	 the	 singular	
virtue	of	 cinema	 (for	 its	 ability	of	 rendering	 the	world	 in	motion).	 For	Kracauer,	 this	
concept,	 also	 referred	 to	 as	 the	 continuum	 of	 life,	 “covers	 the	 stream	 of	 material	
situations	 and	 happenings	 with	 all	 that	 they	 intimate	 in	 terms	 of	 emotions,	 values,	
thoughts.	The	implication	is	that	the	flow	of	life	is	predominantly	a	material	rather	than	















on	 their	 potential	 indefinability,	 suggesting	 that	 the	 context	 in	 which	 such	 objects	
appear	on	screen	have	a	great	impact	on	how	they	are	actually	perceived.	By	drawing	
attention	 to	 film’s	 ability	 to	 “change	 their	 apparently	 fixed	meaning	within	 changing	
contexts,”214	Kracauer	not	only	stresses	the	independence	of	material	phenomena	and	
the	plurality	of	their	possible	meanings	but	also	points	to	the	potential	of	the	experience	
that	 results	 from	 such	 allusiveness.	 In	 fact,	 Kracauer’s	main	 concern	 is	 not	with	 the	
indeterminate	 status	of	 filmic	 images	as	 such	but	 rather	with	 the	possibilities	of	 the	
medium	 to	 initiate	 interconnections	 between	 the	 phenomena	 on	 screen	 and	 the	
spectator’s	 mind,	 a	 two-way	 process	 which	 he	 terms	 “psychophysical	
correspondences,”	 referring	 to	 “the	 more	 or	 less	 fluid	 interrelations	 between	 the	
physical	world	and	the	psychological	dimension.”215		
For	Kracauer,	 the	 indeterminate	character	of	 filmic	 images	manifests	 itself	by	
“incorporat[ing]	raw	material	with	its	multiple	meaning.”216	Accordingly,	films	should,	in	
his	view,	“integrate	shots	of	 indistinct	meaningfulness	 into	a	narrative”217	in	order	to	
lead	 space	 for	 imagination	 and	 “invite	 the	 audience	 to	 absorb	 their	 manifold	
connotations.”218		
Notwithstanding	 their	 latent	 or	 ultimately	 even	 manifest	 bearing	 on	 the	





















the	 philosophical	 concept	 behind	 the	 entire	 book.”221	Or,	 as	 Helmut	 Lethen	 puts	 it,	
visibility	 [Sichtbarkeit]	 can	be	 regarded	as	Kracauer’s	 “love	doctrine”	 [Liebeslehre].222	




to	the	visual	 level	but	also	takes	account	of	sound.	 In	fact,	Kracauer’s	 ‘problem’	with	
sound—or	rather,	with	language,	the	spoken	word—derives	from	a	concern	that	cinema	
could	 abandon	 its	 “natural	 properties”	 (its	 concentration	 on	 material	 reality)	 and	
instead	develop	into	a	copy	of	theatre,	centred	on	bourgeois	concepts	and	the	human	
subject.	 In	 the	 chapter	 entitled	 “Dialogue	 and	 Sound,”	 Kracauer	 thus	 argues	 for	 a	
reduction	of	speech,	favouring	films	that	stress	language’s	physical	qualities	rather	than	
its	meanings.	His	preference	 for	 the	non-signifying	aspects	of	acoustic	phenomena	 is	
even	 more	 emphasised	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 what	 is	 called	 sound	 proper,	 “meaning	
exclusively	noises.”224	As	Helmut	Lethen	explains,	
Wenn	 “Geräusch”	 für	 die	 Semiotik	 eine	 relativ	 globale	 Umschreibung	 für	 ein	
Phänomen	ist,	daß	sich	in	eine	ganze	Skala	von	Differenzierungen	auffalten	läßt,	
so	müssen	wir	vorerst	feststellen,	dass	Kracauers	Aufwertung	zum	sinnfernsten	




the	 material	 rather	 than	 representational	 character	 of	 noise.	 This	 material	
understanding	 of	 sounds	 (including	 the	 human	 voice)	 goes	 hand	 in	 hand	 with	 the	
general	approach	of	Theory	of	Film;	noises	thus	form	“das	akustische	Äquivalent	zu	dem	
Gestrüpp	 insignifikanter	 optischer	 Zeichen,	 das	 die	 Kamera	 einfangen	 sollte.” 226	
Kracauer’s	notion	of	physical	reality,	film’s	capacity	to	record	and	reveal	the	material	
world,	primarily	applied	to	the	image,	is	therefore	relevant	for	the	auditory	level	as	well.	





















entails	 verism.	 If	 one	 were	 to	 formulate	 the	 topmost	 commandment	 of	 the	 Berlin	
School,	 it	 would	 consist	 of	 a	 proscription	 of	 manipulation—of	 reality	 and	 of	 the	
observer.	 From	 this,	 everything	else	 follows	 […].”228	This	 notion	of	 cinematic	 verism,	



























actual	 shaping	 of	 this	 approach	 does	 differ.	 However,	 the	 Berlin	 School	 films’	
approaches	to	reality	do	not	only	rest	on	the	idea	of	leaving	the	recorded	“raw	material	
more	 or	 less	 intact,”	 as	 Kracauer	 (as	 well	 as	 Bazin)	 have	 famously	 defined	 the	
characteristics	of	photographic	media	in	marked	contrast	to	other	mimetic	arts.	It	also	




interventions.”231 	It	 is	 therefore	 important	 not	 only	 to	 focus	 on	 the	 use	 of	 certain	
practices	but	also	draw	attention	to	the	directors’	deliberate	avoidance	of	conventional	
cinematic	techniques	and	devices.		
If	 the	 assertion	 of	 Berlin	 School	 cinema’s	 approach	 as	 non-manipulative	 is	
accurate	in	terms	of	the	image,	it	seems	even	more	valid	with	regard	to	sound.	Most	
strikingly,	this	attitude	manifests	itself	in	the	near	avoidance	of	extra-diegetic	music	as	
accompaniment	for	the	 image.	 In	mainstream	cinema,	apart	 from	soundtracks	 full	of	
extra-diegetic	 pop	 songs,	 empathetic	 compositions	 predominate.	 Berlin	 School	
directors,	 by	 contrast,	 refuse	 to	 use	 sound	 for	 the	 simple	 purpose	 of	 triggering	




















materialism,	 for	 their	 physical	 qualities	 rather	 than	 their	 (symbolic)	 meanings.	 As	 a	
consequence,	the	potential	representational	character	of	sound	is	downplayed;	what	is	
highlighted,	 instead,	 is	 the	 materiality	 of	 phenomena,	 which,	 in	 turn,	 produces	
ambiguity,	a	multiplicity	of	possible	meanings.	In	this	context,	the	reduction	of	language	
is	 also	 relevant.	 Aside	 from	 thematic	 motivations,	 as	 Claudia	 Breger	 suggests,	 the	
minimal	dialogue	 in	Berlin	 School	 films	 should	be	 seen	 in	 context	of	 “their	 aesthetic	







235	In	 an	 email-exchange	with	Christian	 Petzold	 and	Christoph	Hochhäusler,	Graf	 has	
pointed	to	the	film’s	use	of	original	sound	and	image:	
Man	kann	förmlich	zuschauen,	wie	die	Silberkörnchen	des	Filmmaterials	auf	die	























herself	 towards	 cinema	 was	 motivated	 by	 a	 certain	 discomfort	 with	 theatre	
representation.	What	distinguishes	film	from	theatre	for	Schanelec	is	not	so	much	the	
content	but	rather	the	form.238	Since	graduation,	she	has	directed	six	feature	films	which	
are	 characterised	 by	 a	 distinctive	 image	 composition	 that	 consciously	 renounces	
common	cinematic	techniques	such	as	shot/reverse	shot;	in	fact,	there	are	no	repetitive	



















240 	Quoted	 in	 Jonathan	 Rosenbaum,	 “The	 Integrity	 of	 Exile	 and	 the	 Everyday,”	 Lola	 2	 (June	 2012),	
http://www.lolajournal.com/2/integrity_exile.html.	
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Schanelec’s	 observational	 attitude,	 if	 we	 follow	 Knörer’s	 accurate	 evaluation,	 fully	
resists	the	common	strategies	of	narrative	cinema.	244	The	storytelling	is	highly	elliptical	
and	meandering,	commonly	focussing	on	the	consequences	of	actions	rather	than	the	
actions	 themselves.	 In	 the	 light	 of	 her	 almost	 complete	 avoidance	 of	 mainstream	























adduce	 Giles	 Deleuze’s	 notion	 of	 the	 time-image.	 In	 his	 two	 books	 on	 cinema,	 The	
Movement-Image	and	The	Time-Image,	Deleuze	examines	the	medium’s	breaking	away	
from	the	predominance	of	the	action-image	(a	type	which,	along	the	perception-image	
and	 the	affection-image,	belongs	 to	 the	group	of	 the	movement-image)	 towards	 the	
formation	of	time-images.	Whereas	for	Deleuze	early	and	classical	cinema	is	organised	
largely	 around	 “sensory-motor	 links”	 between	 (narrative)	 actions,	 modern	 or	 post-
classical	 cinema	 can	 be	 defined	 precisely	 by	 the	 loosening	 of	 such	 links	 (a	 shift	
exemplified	by	 Italian	Neorealism).	 Instead	of	 establishing	 connections,	 time-images,	
Deleuze	 suggests,	 are	 characterised	 by	 a	 relative	 autonomy	 from	 preceding	 and	
following	shots,	constituting	“direct	presentations	of	time,”246	so-called	pure	optical	and	
sound	situations.	Such	time-images,	moreover,	as	Shohini	Chaudhuri	and	Howard	Finn	
have	 pointed	 out,	 “are	 connotative	 rather	 than	 denotative,	 imbuing	 objects	 with	 a	
number	of	associations.”247		
Chaudhuri	 and	 Finn	 have	 taken	 Deleuze’s	 notion	 of	 the	 time-image,	 and	 its	
accompanying	optical	and	sound	situations,	as	a	starting	point	for	their	examination	of	
open	 images	 in	 New	 Iranian	 Cinema	 (with	 reference	 to	 Italian	 Neorealism	 and	 the	
French	New	Wave).	By	the	term	open	image,	they	understand	the	employment	of	image	
and	sound	components	that	render	the	phenomena	on	screen	indeterminate,	a	mode	










Paolo	 Pasolini’s	 juxtaposing	 of	 the	 overdetermined	 “cinema	 of	 prose,”	 and	 the	 free	





plot	 summaries,	but	does	not	 render	 the	endeavour	 impossible.	 In	Marseille,	 Sophie	
(Maren	Eggert),	a	young	photographer	from	Berlin,	comes	to	Marseille	after	exchanging	
flats	with	Zelda,	a	woman	from	the	eponymous	city.	Almost	without	giving	any	hints	








transition	 vaults	 her	 back	 to	 Berlin.	While	 the	 film	 has	 concentrated	 heavily	 on	 the	
protagonist	up	to	this	point,	it	almost	abandons	her	for	almost	the	next	forty	minutes;	
these	take	place	 in	Berlin	and	bring	 into	focus	 instead	the	life	of	Sophie’s	best	friend	
Hanna	 (Marie-Lou	 Sellem),	with	 her	 boyfriend	 Ivan	 (Devid	 Striesow)	 and	 son	 Anton.	
When	Sophie	decides	to	go	to	Marseille	again,	she	is	assaulted	after	arriving	at	the	train	
station	 (an	 action	 we	 again	 do	 not	 see).	What	 is	 shown	 instead	 is	 an	 interrogation	
involving	Sophie	at	the	police	station.	Marseille	ends	with	four	shots	of	the	beach,	on	










the	 opening	 scene.	 Following	 short	 and	 spare	 opening	 credits	 (white	 font	 on	 black	














Marseille	 beyond	 the	 front	window.	As	 a	 consequence,	 the	 spectator’s	 eyes	may	be	
directed	towards	the	urban	environment	outside	of	the	car,	where	we	catch	sight	of	the	
city’s	street	life.	On	the	other	hand,	the	relative	obscurity	in	the	car	makes	us	curious	
about	 the	 characters,	 with	 the	 result	 that	 we	 look	 at	 them	 even	 harder	 to	 catch	 a	
glimpse	 of	 them.	 The	 immediacy	 of	 the	material	 world	 is	 intensified	 by	 the	 lack	 of	
background	 information,	which	 inevitably	 forces	 the	spectator	 to	observe	the	 image,	
the	human	figures	as	well	as	the	spatial	surroundings,	for	any	possible	‘sign.’	Thus,	the	








































the	 material	 world),	 highlighted	 the	 medium’s	 documentary	 qualities.	 Yet,	 what	
connects	Arnheim’s	and	Kracauer’s	approaches	is	their	common	attention	to	a	medium	







	 André	 Bazin,	 moreover,	 points	 to	 the	 differences	 in	 framing	 between	 filmic	
images	and	painting.	In	painting,	he	writes,	“[t]he	essential	role	of	the	frame	is,	if	not	to	
																																																						












to	 imply,	 the	frame	of	the	film	 image.	They	are	the	edges	of	a	piece	of	masking	that	
shows	 only	 a	 portion	 of	 reality.	 The	 picture	 frame	 polarizes	 space	 inwards.	 On	 the	






































establish	 between	 two	 characters	 or	 between	 characters	 and	 setting,	 the	
filmmakers	 of	 the	 Berlin	 School	 introduce	 a	 frame	 that	 might	 be	 termed	
“antisocial.”	As	if	disinterested	in	mere	action,	the	antisocial	frame	often	selects	


































Sound	 (recording)	 plays	 a	 central	 role	 in	 Schanelec’s	 cinema	 and	 shapes	 its	 strong	
adherence	to	the	material	world,	a	fact	that	can	be	observed	in	exemplary	manner	in	










sein	und	 ich	mache	das	danach	nach.	Dann	 liegt	das	daran,	dass	das	was	 ich	
geschrieben	 habe	 und	 was	 ich	 inszeniere,	 dieser	 ganze	 Akt	 des	 künstlichen	
Herstellens,	also	dass	das	ganze	Team	und	die	Darsteller	zu	dem	Zeitpunkt	da	
sind	und	etwas	Bestimmtes	machen,	was	mit	der	Wirklichkeit	gar	nichts	zu	tun	
hat.	 Und	 in	 dem	 Moment	 aber,	 in	 dem	 ich	 das	 mit	 der	 Wirklichkeit	
zusammenbringe	 über	 den	 Ton,	 weil	 der	 Ton	 ist	 das,	 was	 in	 dem	 Moment	
wirklich	da	ist.	Dann	hilft	es	mir	auch	an	das	zu	glauben,	also	daran	zu	glauben,	
dass	das	was	ich	mache,	sein	könnte,	bestehen	kann	in	dem	Wirklichen.261	
As	 we	 can	 see,	 for	 Schanelec	 the	 technique	 of	 direct	 sound	 recording	 is	 deeply	
connected	 with	 questions	 of	 reality,	 and	 is	 hence	 a	 fundamental	 part	 of	 realist	
filmmaking.	What	she	suggests	here	is	that	original	sound,	much	more	than	images,	can	

















From	 the	 very	 first	 sequence,	Marseille	 provides	 us	 with	 soundscapes	 of	 the	 city,	
predominantly	street	noises	that	we	are	not	used	to	hearing	(at	least	not	to	this	degree)	




opening	shot,	 for	 instance,	 the	sounds	 from	 inside	 the	car	 (e.g.	when	Zelda	uses	 the	
gears	 or	 the	 hand	 brake)	 as	 well	 as	 the	 street	 noises	 are	 clearly	 audible.	 Here,	 as	
repeatedly	 throughout	 the	 film,	 the	 sound	 sources	 are	 not	 (immediately)	 visible.	 As	
Marco	Abel	has	aptly	observed,	Schanelec’s	films	aim	to	avoid	“the	redundancy	of	sound	


























indices,	 from	 zero	 to	 infinity,	 whose	 relative	 abundance	 or	 scarcity	 always	
influences	the	perception	of	the	scene	and	its	meaning.	Materializing	indices	can	
pull	the	scene	toward	the	material	and	concrete,	or	their	sparsity	can	lead	to	a	

















sound	 recording.	He	 refers	 here	particularly	 to	 the	 location	of	 the	microphone—the	











choices;	 as	 well	 as	 the	 location	 of	 perception,	 the	 actual	 (sound)	 equipment	 of	 the	
cinema	 (or	 alternative	 places/devices	 of	 viewing).	 This	 shows	 us	 again,	 in	 a	 way	




Yet,	 the	 soundscapes	 of	 Marseille—however	 ‘subjective’	 they	 might	 be—
























of	 Schanelec’s	 approach.	 Similar	 to	 the	 principle	 of	 direct	 sound	 recording,	 natural	
lighting	is	central	for	the	director’s	mode	of	cinematic	representation,	which	allows	only	





found	at	 the	places	where	 the	 films	 are	 shot.	As	Reinhold	Vorschneider,	 the	 regular	
cameraman	in	Schanelec’s	films,	explains,	
Ein	ganz	großes	Thema	am	Anfang	unserer	Zusammenarbeit	war	es	auch,	nach	
Möglichkeit	 mit	 natürlichem	 Licht	 zu	 arbeiten	 oder	 zumindest	 den	 Eindruck	
herzustellen,	 dass	 es	 sich	 um	 natürliches	 Licht	 handelt,	 bzw.	 dass	 man	 das	
natürliche	Licht,	was	vorfindlich	ist,	nicht	zu	sehr	modifiziert.	Bei	Angela	war	das	
am	Anfang	 schon	 fast	obsessiv.	Klassische	 filmische	Mittel	wie	die	Aufhellung	
waren	tabu	[…].268	
Schanelec’s	 ‘obsession’	 with	 natural	 light	 distinguishes	 her	 use	 of	 lighting	 from	 its	
predominant	 deployment	 in	 cinema.	 David	 Bordwell	 and	 Kristin	 Thompson	 have	
suggested	 that	 “much	 of	 the	 impact	 of	 an	 image	 comes	 from	 its	 manipulation	 of	
lighting.”269	According	to	Bordwell	and	Thompson,	one	can	distinguish	between	“four	
major	 features	of	 film	 lighting:	 its	quality,	direction,	source,	and	color.”270	In	classical	
narrative	cinema,	the	 illumination	of	a	scene	arises	from	three	different	sources:	key	
light,	 fill	 light	and	back	 light—so-called	 three-point-lighting—which	can	be	combined	
with	different	directions	(from	above,	below	or	the	sides)	and	qualities	(high	or	key	light)	
in	order	to	emphasise	or	deemphasise	characters	or	dramaturgical	effects.	Moreover,	
most	 light	 in	 fiction	 films	 stems	 from	 artificial	 sources,	 though	 it	 is	 often	 used	 in	
correspondence	with	the	alleged	visible	sources	within	the	diegesis	(lamps,	candles	etc).		
However,	 there	 are	 alternate	 cinematic	 approaches,	 including	 Schanelec’s,	
which	 rely	 almost	 exclusively	 on	 natural	 light.	 In	 general,	 the	 foregoing	 of	 artificial	
lighting	in	fiction	films	is	related	to	realist	approaches,	and	in	particular	to	documentary	
filmmaking,	 where	 its	 use	 is	 either	 not	 feasible	 (because	 of	 the	 circumstances)	 or	
desirable	(for	ethical	reasons).	In	narrative	cinema,	this	tradition	can	be	traced	back	to	
the	 Italian	 neorealist	 films	 of	 the	 1940s	 and	 their	 hybrid	 mixture	 of	 documentary	
elements	with	 fictional	 stories,	 expressed	 by	 the	 use	 of	 non-professional	 actors	 and	
location	shooting	as	well	as,	indeed,	natural	light.	The	preference	for	natural	light	is	also	
reflected	 in	one	of	 the	 latest	postulations	of	 realist	 filmmaking,	 the	manifesto	of	 the	
Danish	Dogma	95	movement,	one	of	whose	rules	stipulates	that	“[s]pecial	lighting	is	not	
																																																						






















of)	 light	 within	 that	 space,	 preferably	 daylight.	 As	 he	 further	 explains,	 “Mein	
Ausgangspunkt	ist	nicht	in	erster	Linie	die	Dramaturgie	der	Erzählung,	ist	nicht	nur	das	
Herrzustellende,	 sondern	 auch	 die	 Wertschätzung	 des	 Vorgefundenen.	 Das	 gilt	 vor	
allem	für	das	Licht.	Vielleicht	ist	das	jetzt	überspitzt	formuliert.	Es	geht	dabei	auch	um	
eine	bestimmte	Art	des	Zeigens.”273	Schanelec,	in	turn,	has	stated	that	her	motivation	
for	 asking	 Vorschneider	 to	 become	her	 cinematographer	was	 related	 to	 his	 peculiar	
handling	of	light.	In	her	laudatory	speech	on	the	occasion	of	the	Marburg	Camera	Award	
celebration,	Schanelec	praises	Vorschneider	precisely	for	“filming	the	light	itself.”274		
This	 treatment	 of	 light	 is	 not	 limited	 to	 Vorschneider/Schanelec,	 as	 Merten	
Worthmann’s	observation	of	light	in	the	films	of	Arslan,	Petzold	and	Schanelec,	quoted	






274 	Angela	 Schanelec,	 “Das	 Licht	 selbst	 filmen,”	 die	 tageszeitung,	 March	 14,	 2013,	
http://www.taz.de/1/archiv/digitaz/artikel/?ressort=ku&dig=2013/03/1.	
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Kameraleute,	 das	 gleiche	 Licht	 zu	 herrschen—eine	 Art	 nüchternes,	 doch	 intensives	
Leuchten.”275	This	‘sober	but	intense	glow’	gives	rise,	moreover,—at	least	in	Schanelec’s	
vision—to	beauty,	a	significant	aspect	in	the	director’s	approach	to	reality:	“Es	geht	mir	







den	 Dingen	 oder	 in	 den	 Menschen’:	 Filmemacherin	 Angela	 Schanelec	 im	 cinetramp-Gespräch,”	





distinguishes	 itself	 from	more	 traditional	 (philosophical)	accounts	of	beauty.	So	does	
this	 mean	 that	 Schanelec	 is	 actually	 more	 interested	 in	 creating	 beauty	 than	 in	
penetrating	 the	 external	world?	No:	 they	 go	 hand	 in	 hand;	 the	 beauty	 produced	 by	












Schanelec’s	 non-manipulative	 attitude	 towards	 lighting—her	 proscription	 of	 artificial	


















camera	 (taking	 pictures	 as	 a	way	 of	 getting	 a	 sense	 of	 the	 physical	world)	 are	 no	 coincidence,	 but	 a	
	 103	
Schanelec’s	 naturalistic	 use	 of	 lighting	 and	 sound	 illustrates	 the	 director’s	
preoccupation	with	filmic	representations	in	relation	to	reality.	In	debates	on	realism,	
these	 questions	 are	 traditionally	 associated	 with	 notions	 of	 iconography	 (a	 certain	
resemblance	 between	 film	 and	 reality)	 or	 indexicality	 (a	 direct	 physical	 relationship	
between	 film	 and	 the	 pro-filmic	 event).	 One	 could	 say	 that	 Schanelec’s	 cinematic	
approach	intends	by	contrast	to	achieve	not	one	of	these	qualities,	but	several	things	
simultaneously:	 her	 films	 are	 at	 one	 and	 the	 same	 time	 a	 trope	 of	 the	 real,	
predominantly	(but	not	only)	established	via	sound	(an	observation	that	I	shall	further	
discuss	later	on	in	this	chapter);	an	iconic	or	‘fair’	representation	of	the	world	(which	

















the	 question	 of	 how	 to	 re-present	 and	 experience	 reality	 within	 a	 photographic	 medium.	 In	 fact,	
photography	plays	 an	 important	 role	 not	 only	 in	Marseille	 but	 in	 several	 of	 Schanelec’s	 films.	 In	Orly	
(2010),	 the	 director’s	 sixth	 feature	 film,	 which	 was	 shot	 almost	 entirely	 at	 the	 airport	 of	 Paris-Orly,	
Schanelec	and	Vorschneider,	for	the	first	time	chose	a	digital	camera,	a	decision	which	is	also	reflected	by	


















Geschwister–Kardeşler	 (Brothers	 and	 Sisters,	 1997),	 concentrates	 on	 young	 people,	
















trilogy	 approaches	 Turkish-Germanness	 in	 a	 casual	 rather	 than	 obvious	 manner,	
concentrating	on	quite	ordinary	facets	of	the	protagonists’	everyday	lives,	such	as	the	
way	they	move,	look,	talk	or	interact.	As	a	result,	many	of	the	issues	the	characters	face	








move	 within	 their	 environment.	 It	 is	 precisely	 this	 naturalness	 of	 the	 characters’	
everyday	actions	and	conversations	that	his	films	tend	to	capture.	Very	different	from	
identity	politics,	the	director’s	political	commitment	lies	 instead	in	the	films’	radically	
aesthetic	 stance. 281 	Arslan	 deliberately	 refuses	 to	 produce	 “milieu	 films,”	 and	 thus	
delimits	 his	 approach	 from	 habitual	 depictions	 of	 immigrants	 of	 Turkish	 descent	 in	
German	cinema	and	television:	
Kommen	 Personen	 türkischer	 Herkunft	 in	 deutschen	 Film	 vor,	 so	 sind	 sie	





To	 put	 this	 another	 way:	 instead	 of	 giving	 sociological	 facts,	 Arslan	 provides	 his	
characters	with	a	physical	presence	that	results	from	both	their	restrained	performance	
mode	 (which	 will	 be	 analysed	 in	 more	 detail	 in	 the	 following	 chapter)	 and	 a	
cinematography	 (by	 Michael	 Wiesweg,	 the	 cameraman	 of	 the	 Berlin	 trilogy)	 that	
patiently	observes	characters	and	 their	environment,	and	which	 leaves	 room	 for	 the	






features:	 Ferien	 (Vacation,	 2007),	 a	 multi-generation	 family	 drama	 set	 in	 the	 rural	
environment	of	Northeast	Germany;	Im	Schatten	(In	the	Shadows,	2010),	a	minimalist	
crime	film	reduced	to	the	frame	of	the	genre,	which	is	less	interested	in	the	crime	story	









and	 locations,	 the	 director’s	 work	 has	 habitually	 been	 discussed	 in	 the	 context	 of	
Turkish-German	cinema.283	In	recent	scholarship	on	this	subject	matter,	Deniz	Göktürk’s	
observation	 of	 a	 successive	 shift	 from	 the	 “cinema	 of	 duty”	 to	 the	 “pleasures	 of	
hybridity”	 has	 gained	 acceptance. 284 	Arslan	 has	 been	 considered	 among	 a	 new	
generation	of	 filmmakers	who,	 according	 to	Randall	Halle,	 “produce	 fresh	 and	 gritty	







depicting	 the	 lives	 of	 ethnic	 minorities,	 which	 have	 been	 regarded	 as	 part	 of	 an	
“accented	cinema”286	or	a	“cinema	of	double	occupancy,”287	to	questions	of	ethnicity	
and	 (trans)cultural	 identity.	Marco	Abel,	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	majority	 of	 film	 scholars,	
























it	 is	not	ethnic	or	cultural	 identity	that	matters	most	 in	Arslan’s	cinema,	 including	his	
Berlin	trilogy,	but	physical	existence.	As	critic	Katja	Nicodemus	has	observed	with	regard	
to	Arslan’s	Geschwister:	 “On	 their	 forays	 through	Berlin-Kreuzberg,	 the	brothers	 talk	
about	 everything:	 love	 and	money	 problems,	 family	 and	 future	worries,	 the	 coolest	
names	for	pit	bulls.	Their	walks	through	the	neighbourhood	become	the	expression	of	a	
drifting	 approach	 that	 can	 no	 longer	 be	 identified	 as	 German,	 Turkish	 or	 German-
Turkish.” 290 	Indeed,	 movement	 is	 a	 crucial	 element	 of	 Arslan’s	 “kinetic	 cinema”	
(Nicodemus),	as	we	will	see	in	the	following	examination	of	Der	schöne	Tag,	 in	which	















resemblance	 to	 a	 silhouette.	 She	 then	 turns	 around	 nearly	 180º	 degrees,	 while	 the	
camera	remains	static,	so	that	we	see	her	in	profile	again,	before	she	leaves	the	flat.		




















in	 his	 review	 of	 Der	 schöne	 Tag,	 everydayness	 is	 not	 simply	 documented	 but	 also	




of	 the	 city’s	 public	 transport	 vehicles	 such	 as	 the	metro,	 tram	 or	 train,	 and	 on	 one	
occasion,	a	 taxi.	During	 the	entire	 film,	 the	protagonist	 is	depicted	moving	 from	one	
place	of	action	to	another.	One	must	therefore	agree	with	Knörer’s	observation	that	Der	
schöne	Tag	is	founded	on	“the	principle	of	movement.”292	The	camera	follows	Deniz	on	
her	 walks	 and	 rides	 through	 Berlin	 and	 gently	 accentuates	 her	 movements,	 not	 by	
moving	itself—the	camera	mostly	remains	fixed—but	by	panning	or	tilting	slightly	side-















distinguishes	 cinema	 from	 photography,	 Kracauer	 would	 probably	 add	 here:	 one	 of	
cinema’s	 resources	 in	 its	 drive	 to	 record	 the	 flow	 of	 life,	 a	 quality	 that	 is	 further	
emphasised	 when	 movement	 is	 juxtaposed	 with	 motionlessness.	 Der	 schöne	 Tag	
constantly	alternates	between	motion	and	stillness.	When	Deniz	comes	to	rest	while	
having	 a	 conversation	 or	 commuting,	 the	 camera,	 too,	 becomes	 mainly	 static.	 This	
oscillation	 between	 two	 modes	 of	 cinematographic	 practice,	 both	 of	 which	 can	 be	

















speaks	 about	 Deniz’s	 deceased	 father,	 which	 leads	 to	 a	 discussion	 about	 love	 and	
relationships.	 Whereas	 her	 mother	 stresses	 the	 importance	 of	 commitment	 and	
responsibility,	Deniz’s	idea	of	love	is	mostly	based	on	feelings.	Different	perspectives	on	








brief	 conversation,	 the	 professor	 briefly	 summarises	 the	 scholarship	 in	 this	 field	 for	
Deniz,	 as	well	 as	 for	us—the	 spectators.	 In	particular,	 she	emphasises	 the	 impact	of	









for	 romantic	 relationships	 arising	 from	 prevailing	 socio-economic	 conditions.	 In	 this	
way,	Arslan’s	 film	may	meet	Christoph	Hochhäusler’s	 desire	 for	 “ein	 Kino,	 in	 dessen	
Zentrum	 Fragen,	 Bedüfnis,	 Probleme,	 Energien	 des	 Lebens	 stehen.	 […]	 Ein	 Kino,	 das	
diskursiv	 ist	 […]	 und	 sein	 will.”295	Yet,	 there	 remains	 a	 certain	 tension	 between	 the	





1983)	 by	 Maurice	 Pialat,	 both	 of	 which	 address	 the	 complications	 of	 amorous	
relationships.	Rohmer’s	film,	which	shows	the	male	protagonist’s	struggles	to	choose	
between	different	women,	quasi	frames	Der	schöne	Tag;	at	the	beginning	and,	again,	at	
the	 end	of	 the	 film,	we	 see	Deniz	 in	 a	 dubbing	 studio,	where	 she	 voices	 one	of	 the	
women	of	Conte	d’éte:	a	reference	that	is	not	only	an	homage	to	Rohmer	but	also,	and	














relationships	 (and	 leads	 to	 her	 decision	 to	 break	 up	 with	 her	 boyfriend).	 Similarly,	
Pialat’s	 film	 offers	 a	 further	 perspective	 on	 that	 subject	 matter	 of	Der	 schöne	 Tag.	
Moreover,	the	sequence	in	which	À	nos	amours	comes	into	play	reveals	the	mediation	










mirror,	 corresponding	 to	 the	gaze	of	 the	male	 taxi	driver.	When	Deniz	arrives	at	 the	
production	company,	she	is	asked	to	wait	for	the	audition.	In	the	waiting	area,	another	
woman	sits	on	an	armchair	and	reads	a	magazine.	Both	women	say	hello	and	exchange	
brief	 looks,	while	Deniz	 seats	herself	on	 the	sofa.	She	 looks	around	and	again	at	 the	

































on	 an	 adolescent	 girl	 who	 struggles	 with	 having	 long-term	 relationships	 and	 being	
faithful.	 The	 film’s	 female	 protagonist	 has	 various	 affairs	 and	 frequently	 changes	
boyfriends.	Her	situation	at	home	becomes	more	complicated	when	her	father	leaves	


























In	 an	 essay	 entitled	 “Kinoerfahrungen”	 (re-published	 in	 English	 as	 “Cinema	of	 Life”),	
Arslan	describes	the	long-lasting	impression	Pialat’s	film	made	on	him:	
























protagonist	 (and	 reality	 in	 general).	 There	 is	 in	 this	 scene	 a	 multiple	 layering	 of	
constructed	images,	all	of	which	can	be	read	as	different	perspectives	on	Deniz.	They	
distinguish	themselves	from	each	other	by	their	point	of	view,	which	depends	on	who	is	






those	 we	 consider	 real,	 this	 sequence	 seems	 to	 say,	 is	 constructed.	 The	 multiple	
perspectives	 on	 the	 protagonist	 seem	 to	 highlight	 that	 reality	 as	 well	 as	 a	 person’s	
identity	is	always	complex	and	ambivalent.	
Arslan’s	films	enter	a	world	in	which	everyday	life	is	constantly	mediated	through	
































Arslan’s	 Der	 schöne	 Tag	 makes	 a	 phenomenological-material	 response	 to	
Baudrillard’s	 hypothesis	 of	 the	 draining	 of	 significance	 from	 the	 physical	world.	 The	
audition	scene,	for	instance,	evokes	immediacy	by	its	sheer	length	(duration)	as	well	as	
the	 camera’s	 proximity	 to	 Deniz.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 the	 immediacy	 of	 the	 image	 is	
questioned	as	Arslan	makes	us	aware	of	 its	mediation,	which	 is	 rendered	visible	and	
sensible	 by	 the	materiality	 of	 the	 image—its	 graininess.	However,	 Arslan’s	 approach	










ambiguous	experience	of	 the	material	world.	Among	 the	 filmmakers	discussed	here,	







Germany	 as	 well	 as	 abroad.	 Moreover,	 he	 enjoys	 a	 prominent	 reputation	 in	 both	
scholarship	and	film	criticism,	a	status	that	manifests	itself,	for	instance,	in	the	fact	that	
the	Association	of	German	Film	Critics	has	chosen	five	of	Petzold’s	features	as	Best	Film	
of	 the	Year:	Die	 innere	Sicherheit	 (The	State	 I	Am	In,	2001),	Gespenster,	Yella	 (2007),	
Jerichow	(2008)	and	Barbara	(2012).	For	his	breakthrough	film	Die	innere	Sicherheit,	he	
also	obtained	the	“Lola,”	the	Federal	Film	Prize	in	Gold,	the	German	equivalent	of	the	
Academy	 Award	 and	 a	 prize	 that	 is	 usually	 reserved	 for	 far	 more	 commercial	
productions.	For	Barbara,	Petzold,	moreover,	won	the	Silver	Bear	for	Best	Director	at	
the	Berlin	Film	Festival,	and	even	though	Petzold	has	not	yet	reached	the	same	heights	
as	 other	 contemporary	 European	 auteurs	 such	 as	Michael	 Haneke	 or	 the	 Dardenne	
brothers,	 he	 is	 widely	 regarded	 as	 the	 most	 influential	 contemporary	 German	





largely	 in	 Haan,	 small	 towns	 in	 North	 Rhine-Westphalia,	 somewhere	 between	
Düsseldorf,	the	well-off	state-capital,	and	the	Ruhr	region,	the	country’s	industrial	heart.	
Petzold	 has	 frequently	 described	 the	 places	 of	 his	 childhood	 and	 adolescence	 as	
transitional	spaces,	an	element	that	retains	a	great	influence	on	the	choice	of	locations	
and	their	representation	in	his	films.303	In	1981,	after	having	finished	the	Abitur	and	civil	
service,	Petzold	moved	 to	Berlin	and	enrolled	 for	a	degree	 in	German	 literature	and	
theatre	studies	at	the	Freie	Universität,	obtaining	his	master’s	degree	with	a	thesis	on	
the	 German	 literature	 enfant	 terrible	 Rolf-Dieter	 Brinkmann.	 In	 1987,	 still	 a	 literary	
student	at	 the	FU	Berlin,	Petzold	applied	 to	 the	Deutsche	Film	und	Fernsehakademie	
(DFFB)	but	was	at	first	rejected.	One	year	later,	Petzold	was	accepted	at	the	DFFB,	where	
he	was	a	student	from	1989	to	1994.		







than	 100.000	 theatrical	 viewers	 in	 Germany	 (Gespenster:	 27.261,	 Yella,	 72.730,	
Jerichow:	 99.357,	 Barbara	 369.415,	 Phoenix	 93.087),	 Petzold’s	 films	 have	 achieved	






only	Barbara	 reached	 a	 bigger	 audience,	with	more	 than	 300.000	 viewers	 in	 France	




























Petzold	has	 largely	been	regarded	as	 the	most	 strongly	political	among	 the	directors	
associated	with	the	Berlin	School.	Petzold’s	cinema,	as	Marco	Abel	suggests,	“in	effect	
cinematically	 forges	 for	 the	 viewer	 new	 relations	 to	 this	 very	material	 set	 of	 forces	
structuring	the	conditions	of	possibility	for	living	in	‘Germany’	in	the	postunification	era.	
In	so	doing,	 it	actively	participates	 in	 the	very	process	of	 reformulating	 ‘the	political’	
[…],”308	a	project	to	which,	as	Abel	further	suggests,	not	only	Petzold	but	also	his	fellow	
Berlin	 School	 directors	 contribute.	What	 in	 Abel’s	 view	 “is	 unique	 to	 Petzold’s	work	
(perhaps	with	the	exception	of	Hochhäusler’s	Unter	dir	die	Stadt)	is	the	fact	that	on	the	
level	of	his	 images	 (and	 their	ontological	 status),	his	 films	confront	most	directly	 the	
internal	changes	in	capitalism	in	Germany	over	the	course	of	the	last	quarter	century	as	
the	most	era-defining	set	of	events	for	‘Germany.’”309	For	Jaimey	Fisher,	on	the	other	














the	Thirty	Years’	War,	were	meant	 to	console.311	Das	Totenhemdchen	 is	a	very	 short	
																																																						
307	Christian	Petzold	in	Marco	Abel,	“‘The	Cinema	of	Identification	Gets	on	My	Nerves’:	An	Interview	with	














correlation	 they	 make	 between	 fantasy––or	 rather,	 imagination––and	 reality,	 two	
realms	that	are	regularly	 regarded	as	entirely	oppositional.	The	fantastic	elements	 in	
Petzold’s	cinema	do	not	stand	in	contrast	but	rather	form	part	of	the	director’s	material	
approach	 to	 reality.	 These	 features	 are	 most	 prominently	 visible	 and	 audible	 in	
Gespenster,	 Petzold’s	 seventh	 feature-length	 film	 and	 the	 middle	 part	 of	 his	 ghost	
trilogy,	which	premiered	at	the	Berlin	Film	Festival	in	2005.	In	the	following	reading	of	






tears),	 a	 movement	 from	 Johann	 Sebastian	 Bach’s	 church	 cantata	 Ich	 hatte	 viel	
Bekümmernis	(I	had	much	trouble	in	my	heart),	a	piece	that	deals	with	the	themes	of	
mourning,	pain	and	suffering.	The	music	immediately	sets	the	tone	and	the	mood	of	the	
film:	 a	 melange	 of	 beauty	 and	 sadness,	 melancholia	 perhaps.	 (In	 fact,	 the	 aria	 has	
already	started	during	the	opening	credits	and	will	be	played	on	three	more	occasions	

















is	surrounded	by	huge	trees	 in	 the	slightly	overgrown	part	of	 the	Tiergarten,	Berlin’s	
large	wooded	central	park.	The	change	of	 location	from	an	urban	(from	the	inside	of	
Pierre’s	 car	 driving	 through	 the	 city)	 to	 a	 natural	 environment	 is	 signalled	 not	 only	
visually	but,	more	intensively,	on	the	auditory	level.	Having	listened	to	the	Bach	cantata	
before,	we	now	perceive	the	omnipresent	ambient	sound	of	the	Tiergarten,	the	highly	




Gespenster’s	 use	 of	 ambient	 sounds	 can	 be	 regarded	 as	 characteristic	 for	 Petzold’s	
attitude	 to	 the	 auditory	 world.	 Besides	 the	 rustling	 of	 tree	 leaves,	 the	 film’s	 most	
remarkable	noise,	Gespenster	provides	us	with	a	variety	of	sounds.	Petzold’s	films	rely	
almost	 exclusively	on	diegetic	 sound,	 though	extra-diegetic	music	 is	 not	 regarded	as	
totally	illegitimate,	as	demonstrated	by	the	sparsely	employed	scores	of	the	composer	
Stefan	 Will,	 one	 of	 Petzold’s	 long-term	 collaborators,	 in,	 for	 instance,	 Die	 Innere	
Sicherheit	 and	 Jerichow.	 The	 repeatedly	 employed	 Bach	 cantata	 in	Gespenster,	 too,	
appears	to	derive	from	a	diegetic	source,	the	CD	player	in	Pierre’s	car,	though	we	cannot	
be	 sure	 since	we	do	not	 get	 to	 see	 the	 source.	Petzold	 thus	belongs	 to	 the	 circle	of	
independent	 international	 filmmakers	 whose	 prominent	 practice—“the	 eschewal	 of	
empathetic	score	music”—,	according	to	film	scholar	Jay	Beck,	“reconfigures	the	rules	









	 In	 Petzold’s	 cinema,	 we	 can	 detect	 several	 similarities	 to	 the	 approaches	 to	
mundane	 sonic	 reality	 to	which	 Beck	 refers,	 and	 that	 are	 also	 visible	 in	 the	 films	 of	
Schanelec	and	Arslan	as	elaborated	above.	Yet	there	are	some	particularities	in	the	way	
Petzold	makes	use	of	the	auditory	level,	in	relation	to	both	its	treatment	and	its	effect,	




Analogously	 to	 his	 Berlin	 School	 director	 peers,	 Petzold	 aims	 to	 explore	 the	
acoustic	materiality	of	places.	The	ambient	sounds	of	Gespenster	thus	stem	from	real	
locations,	 and	 from	 original	 sources	 mostly	 visible	 in	 the	 image:	 “[S]tatt	 künstliche	
Windgeräusche	 einzufügen,	 haben	 wir	 im	 Tiergarten	 sehr	 viele	 Originaltöne	




Motive	 ab.	 Ich	 habe	 immer	 darauf	 bestanden,	 dass	 auch	 der	 Tontechniker,	
Andreas	 Mücke,	 mitkommt.	 Manchmal	 standen	 wir	 einfach	 da,	 mit	
geschlossenen	Augen	[…]	und	haben	gehört.	Der	Tiergarten	hat	eine	Akustik,	die	
ich	noch	nirgendwo	auf	der	Welt	vernommen	habe.	Die	Stadt	ist	wahnsinnig	nah	
und	 gleichzeitig	wahnsinnig	weit	weg.	 Und	 irgendwie	 ist	 das	 Kino	 ja	 auch	 so	
etwas:	ganz	nah	und	gleichzeitig	ganz	weit	weg.315	




filmmakers	 give	more	 autonomy	 to	 sound	and	direct	 the	 viewer	 to	 audio	 and	 visual	
signals	 that	 lie	 outside	 the	 normal	 regime	 of	 cinematic	 attention.” 316 	The	 relative	











und	 affizieren	 ihn	 zugleich	 unterschwellig	 und	 direkt,	 indem	 sie	 ihn	 in	 den	
artifiziellen	Resonanzraum	einbegreifen,	die	der	Kinosall	um	ihn	herum	aufbaut.	
Die	 Stimmen	 und	 Geräsche,	 die	 dort	 zu	 hören	 sind,	 resonieren	 zugleich	 die	
Imagination	des	Filmzuschauers.	Das	Sichtbare	und	das	Hörbare	können	[…]	als	
zwei	 Ebenen	 oder	 Seiten	 der	 kinematographischen	 Imagination	 verstanden	
werden,	 die	 durch	 das	 Wechselspiel	 von	 Erscheinen	 und	 Verschwinden,	
Anwesenheit	und	Abwesenheit	strukturiert	wird.	Auf	diese	Weise	können	rein	
optisch-akustische	Bilder	entstehen,	die	Bilder	sind,	“ohne	Metapher	zu	sein.”317	
Petzold’s	 approach,	moreover,	 relies	 on	 sound’s	 capacity	 to	 grasp	 the	 physicality	 of	
places,	 things	 and	 people.	 In	Gespenster,	 the	 rustling	 of	 the	 trees,	 “preternaturally	
audible”318	through	Petzold’s	 frequently	 employed	 technique	of	 sound	 amplification,	
reveals	the	physicality	of	the	actual	place,	the	Tiergarten.	Yet,	due	to	the	intensification	








one	 branch	 in	 the	 wind	 […]	 would	 be	 enough	 to	 conjure	 up	 all	 the	 forests	 of	 the	




off	 chain	 reactions	 in	 the	 moviegoer—a	 flight	 of	 associations,” 321 	as	 Kracauer	 has	
suggested	for	film	images.	
Wind	is	a	motif	we	can	find	not	only	in	several	of	Petzold’s	films—from	Die	innere	
Sicherheit	 to	Barbara—but	also	 in	the	work	of	other	Berlin	School	directors.	 In	Berlin	
																																																						
317	Petra	Löffler,	“Ghost	Sounds	und	die	kinematographische	Imagination:	Christian	Petzolds	Gespenster	







School	 cinema,	 Chris	 Homewood	 argues,	 “[a]mbient	 wind	 noises	 […]	 become	
representations	 of	 outer	 and	 inner	 landscapes,”	 which	 he	 demonstrates	 through	
examples	from	two	of	Petzold’s	films	as	well	as	Valeska	Grisebach’s	Sehnsucht.	“Such	









lapping	water.”	 Yet,	 despite	 the	 variety	 of	 natural	 noises,	 Cook	 suggests	 that	 “[t]he	






The	 naturalist	 adherence	 to	 traffic	 noise,	 which	 I	 have	 already	 noted	 as	 a	









































of	 the	 many	 voids	 [Leerstellen]	 in	 his	 cinema	 that	 departs	 from	 the	 naturalism	 of	
																																																						
324	The	so-called	1	Euro-Jobs	were	implemented	at	the	beginning	of	the	2000s	by	the	coalition	government	












Kamera	 vielleicht	 suchen,	 aber	 auf	 keinen	 Fall	 mehr	 ’festhalten’	 kann.” 329 	If	 we	
characterise	a	film	like	Gespenster	as	ghostly,	we	need	to	clarify	that	we	do	not	get	to	
see	 literal	 ghosts	 here	 as	 in	 mainstream	 or	 B-movie	 genre	 cinema:	 no	 zombies,	 no	
vampires	 (in	 fact,	 the	 only	 part	 of	 Petzold’s	 ghost	 trilogy	 which	 partially	 deals	 with	
supernatural	elements	is	Yella).	However,	the	notion	of	‘ghosts’	is	also	not	reducible	to	
a	mere	metaphor.	As	Jaimey	Fisher	has	remarked,		
Petzold	 explores	 how	 people’s	 desires	 and	 fantasies	 become	 behaviourally	
productive––in	fact,	like	fantasies,	they	serve	as	such	a	stark	driving	force	that	
their	diegetic	status	as	mere	fantasy	or	dream	becomes	unclear.	The	fact	that	
the	 diegetic	 status	 of	 these	 desires	 is	 unclear—are	 they	 ‘real’	 or	 not?—
underscores	their	power	and	pertinence	for	Petzold’s	characters,	who	live	the	
putative	fantasy	like	reality.	Living	fantasy	as	reality	is	especially	true	of	ghosts,	




call,	 somewhat	 simplistically,	 the	 bourgeois	 class.	 Both	 girls	 are	 excluded	 from	 the	
(primary)	 labour	 market:	 Nina’s	 work	 is	 precarious,	 located	 at	 the	 lowest	 end	 of	
capitalist	society,	and	involving	humiliation	by	her	boss.	Toni	does	not	seem	to	work	at	
all;	instead,	she	is	depicted	as	involved	in	various	attempts	at	shoplifting.	“If	Petzold’s	
films	are	 full	of	 ghosts—the	 remnants	of	 such	collective	 crises	and	 transitions—,”	as	
Fisher	 further	 suggests,	 “then	 these	 residual	 specters	 haunt,	 in	 abeyance,	 emergent	
socioeconomic	formations.”331	In	precisely	this	sense,	Nina	and	Toni	can	be	regarded	as	
																																																						













Murnau’s	 adaptation	of	 Bram	Stroker’s	Dracula	 is	 that	 both	 films	 are	 located	 at	 the	
threshold	of	realism	and	fantasy.	For	Petzold,	who	has	regularly	demanded	a	cinema	
that	 amalgamates	 physicality	 and	 imagination,	 “gibt	 [es]	 ja	 nichts	 Schlimmeres	 als	
Traumbilder,	mit	[…]	Nebel	oder	Unschärfen.	[…]	Ich	finde,	es	geht	darum,	dass	sich	die	
Impressionen	 und	 das	 Virtuelle,	 das	 Imaginäre	 mit	 dem	 Realen	 unwiederbringlich	





verankert	 sind,	 sondern	 aus	 anderen	 Sphären	 kommen	 und	 anderen	Welten	







as	physical	 reality;	provided	 they	concentrate	on	 real-life	 shots,	 they	conform	to	 the	
basic	 properties	 of	 the	medium.”335	By	 blurring	 the	 boundaries	 between	 reality	 and	
phantasy,	Petzold’s	films	render	our	world	strange	in	ways	that	accord	with	Kracauer’s	
idea	 of	 a	 cinema	 that	 builds	 fantasy	 from	 the	materiality	 of	 the	 real.	 Undoubtedly,	
Petzold’s	cinema	is	deeply	rooted	in	the	physical	world.	By	clinging	to	the	materiality	of	








imaginative	 force	 of	 the	 characters’	 desires	 and	 fantasies,	 on	 the	 other,	Gespenster	









The	 freely	 hovering	 images	 produced	by	 the	 steadicam	do	 indeed	provoke	 a	 sort	 of	
dream-like	reality,	an	effect	that,	in	addition	to	the	particular	use	of	the	camera,	results	
from	 the	 physicality	 of	 the	 actual	 environment,	 the	 Tiergarten,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 area	
around	 the	 Potsdamer	 Platz.	 In	 Theory	 of	 Film,	 Kracauer	 noted	 of	 the	 relationship	
between	film’s	dreamlike	character	and	the	pro-filmic	world:		
Perhaps	films	look	most	like	dreams	when	they	overwhelm	us	with	the	crude	and	






and	 even	 intensified	 by	 the	 materiality	 of	 the	 pro-filmic	 world:	 a	 notion	 that	















result	 not	 from	 turning	 away	 but	 instead	 from	 clinging	 to	 material	 phenomena.	 By	
making	use	of	the	allusiveness	and	ambiguity	of	natural	objects,	their	“signaletic	force	




Many	 critics	 and	 scholars	 have	 emphasised	 the	 importance	 in	 Berlin	 School	















tumb.	 Die	 Überwachungskameras	 sind	 auch	 ein	 bisschen	 tumb.	 Wenn	 sie	
schwenken,	ruckelt	der	Schwenk,	sie	sind	nicht	elegant,	sie	sind	grobschlächtig.	
Das	 Kino	 könnte	 dort	 unten,	 auf	 der	 Augenhöhe	 der	 überwachten	 Personen,	
eigentlich	 losgehen.	 Aber	 der	 Riese	 ist	 zu	 weit	 oben	 und	 zu	 tumb	 dazu,	 die	
Geschichten,	 die	 er	 beobachtet,	 zu	 verstehen	 oder	 denen	 auf	 der	 Ebene	 der	
Menschen	zu	folgen.	So	erzählt	der	Film	von	Michael	Klier	auch	vom	Ende	des	
Kinos	in	irgendeiner	Form.341	












documentary	 footage	 but	 rather	 modulated	 images	 that	 give	 the	 impression	 of	








their	way	 through	 the	 store,	 heading	 towards	 the	 exit	 (Fig.	 9).	 The	 change	 in	 image	
quality	to	a	streaky	 image	with	a	blue	tinge	 immediately	strikes	the	eye,	as	does	the	





In	 addition,	 the	 point	 of	 audition	 has	 altered:	 the	 camera	movements	 in	 the	
second	shot	are	clearly	audible,	a	detail	that	emphasises	the	sensation	of	surveillance	









Petzold’s	 use	 of	 apparent	 CCTV	 material	 could	 very	 easily	 be	 considered	 a	
critique	 of	 the	 increasing	 surveillance	 practices	 that	 pervade	 public	 spaces	 and	
workplaces.	 But	 despite	 the	 director’s	 explicitly	 critical	 attitude	 towards	 current	




crucial	 part	 of	 our	 everyday	 realities,	 yet	 they	 approach	 it	 not	 from	 a	 standpoint	 of	
unambiguous	 critique,	 but	 rather	 by	 rendering	 sensible	 the	 mode	 of	 looking	 that	
constitutes	 surveillance.	 The	 surveillance	 footage	 in	 Petzold’s	 cinema	has	 hardly	 any	
narrative	function.	In	this	way,	Petzold’s	approach	differs	not	only	from	Farocki,	but	also	
from	films	like	Andrea	Arnold’s	Red	Road	 (2006),	 in	which	surveillance	is	an	essential	
part	 of	 the	 narrative,	 or	 Michael	 Haneke’s	 Caché	 (Hidden,	 2005),	 which	 directly	
challenges	 the	 viewer	 with	 (ethical)	 questions	 of	 spectatorship.	 Rather,	 in	 Petzold’s	
Gespenster	surveillance	camera	images,	which	form	part	of	our	everyday	realities,	are	
presented	in	such	a	casual	and	fragmented	way	that	their	significance	remains	open	and	
ambiguous.	The	unsettling	effect	of	 these	scenes—like	 those	of	 similar	nature	 in	Die	
innere	 Sicherheit,	 Wolfsburg	 or	 Yella—results	 primarily	 from	 an	 abrupt	 change	 of	
register	from	surveillance	image	to	apparently	unmediated	reality.	Due	to	their	different	
visual	 quality—their	 texture	 and	 colour—,	 these	 ‘ghost	 images’	 represent	 small	
disturbances	within	the	film.	As	critic	Daniel	Kothenschulte	has	pointed	out,		
Von	 Geisterbildern	 sprach	 man	 früher,	 wenn	 die	 Fernsehantenne	 schlecht	
eingestellt	 war	 oder	 ein	 Gewitter	 zu	 so	 genannten	 Überreichweiten	 geführt	
hatte.	Dann	konnte	man	plötzlich	das	Gesicht	der	belgischen	Ansagerin	über	dem	
Kölner	Tatort	ausmachen.	Wie	ihren	Besitzern	entlaufene	Spiegelbilder	hatten	





strange	 wonder—within	 the	 fictional	 stories,	 disruptions	 among	 the	 film’s	 ‘regular’	
shots	 intended,	 as	 cameraman	 Hans	 Fromm	 explains,	 to	 achieve	 a	 mode	 of	









The	 second	 use	 of	 surveillance	 footage	 in	 Gespenster,	 which	 shows	 the	




















Herein	 lies	 the	 link,	moreover,	between	Petzold’s	use	of	surveillance	 footage	and	his	
preoccupation	with	ghosts.	 In	 fact,	CCTV	 images	may	be	seen	as	a	particular	 form	of	
what	physicist-turned-film	theorist	Gilberto	Perez	has	termed	“material	ghosts.”	Perez’s	
term	refers	to	the	ambiguous—real	yet	hallucinatory—status	of	film	images:		
The	 images	on	screen	carry	 in	 them	something	of	 the	world	 itself,	 something	
material	 and	 yet	 something	 transposed,	 transformed	 into	 another	world,	 the	
material	 ghost.	 Hence	 both	 the	 peculiar	 closeness	 to	 reality	 and	 the	 no	 less	











world	 which,	 as	 Kracauer	 has	 suggested,	 may	 trigger	 in	 the	 spectator	 “a	 flight	 of	
associations.”345	In	this	sense,	Petzold’s	use	of	surveillance	footage	may	be	seen	as	part	
of	 an	 exploration—à	 la	 Kracauer—of	 the	 ontology	 of	 cinema,	 rather	 than	 a	 form	 of	
(unambiguous)	ideological	critique	of	surveillance	societies.	
In	the	film’s	final	scene,	we	are	confronted	with	another	type	of	ghost	images,	

























cannot	 but	 remain	 ensnared	 to	 naturalizing	 ideologies	 of	 the	 real,	 digital	 photography––because	 it	
suspends	the	indexical––not	only	ushers	image	making	into	an	age	of	modularity,	unfixity,	and	simulation,	
but	 in	 doing	 so	 also	 reveals	 the	 fundamental	 untruth	 of	 all	 photography––the	 fact	 that	 technological	
manipulation	 is	 at	 the	 center	 of	 every	 act	 of	 image	making.”	 Lutz	 Koepnick,	 “In	 Kracauer’s	 Shadow:	







of	 their	 combination	 of	 preserving	 and	 constructing	 elements,	 these	 films	 create	

































We	 know,	 among	 other	 sources,	 from	 Gertrud	 Koch’s	 extremely	 informative	
introduction	to	Siegfried	Kracauer’s	work	that	his	notion	of	surface	has	been	regarded	
as	 “the	 key	 theme	 in	 his	 thinking.”349	The	 concept	 of	 surface,	 though	 “by	 no	means	






of	 inner	 life,	 soul	 or	 psyche.	 As	 Christa	 Robbins	 has	 usefully	 observed,	 “[t]he	 word	
surface	can’t	help	but	summon	up	what	lies	beneath	it—a	contingent	word,	inseparably	
bound	to	its	opposite,	to	the	thing	of	which	it	is	a	part,	impossible	without	its	antonyms:	
inner,	deep,	 full,	 solid,	cover	up,	sink.	There	 is	 the	surface	of	something	and	there	 is	
what’s	below	the	surface.”352	In	Theory	of	Film,	however,	Kracauer	does	not	subscribe	
to	 the	 common	 reading	 of	 surface	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 inner	 life.	 Rather,	 the	
concentration	 on	 exteriority,	 which	 he	 sees	 as	 the	 ultimate	 virtue	 of	 photographic	
media,	 is	 set	 against	 its	 natural	 opposites:	 interiority	 and	 substance.	 Unlike	 the	
traditional	arts,	and	in	particular	classical	(bourgeois)	dramas,	cinema	should	in	his	view	
not	create	meaning	but	 instead	“gravitate	towards	the	expanses	of	outer-reality—an	

























with	 reality	 but	 was	 instead	 superseded	 by	 new	 systems	 of	 thought,	 influenced	 by	
science	and	 the	 capitalist	 economy	 (though	 the	 latter	 is	 not	mentioned	 in	Theory	of	
Film),	 which	 led	 in	 turn	 to	 increasing	 abstraction	 and	 rationalisation. 355 	Kracauer	
considers	 film	 an	 instrument	 to	 regain	 a	 closer	 (albeit	 fragmented	 and	 mediated)	
connection	with	“the	transitory	world	we	 live	 in.”356	Cinema,	he	argues,	provides	the	
alienated	modern	subject	with	a	rare	experience,	“the	illusion	of	vicariously	partaking	
of	 life	 in	 its	 fullness,”357	and	 this	 sensory	encounter	with	 reality	 is	 rendered	possible	
precisely	by	the	medium’s	gravitation	towards	the	concrete	and	the	material.		
We	thus	have	to	 think	of	surface	 in	 relation	to	cinema	as	 the	expression	of	a	
material	approach	that	enables	a	mode	of	perception	of	the	social	world,	an	experience	














There	are	no	wholes	 in	 this	world;	 rather,	 it	 consists	of	bits	of	chance	events	
whose	 flow	 substitutes	 for	meaningful	 continuity.	 Correspondingly,	 individual	





reality	 reveals	 itself	 here	 as	 deeply	 modernist;	 Kracauer’s	 realism	 not	 only	 favours	
fragmentary	moments	over	narrative	closure	but	also	argues	against	the	centrality	of	





theatre—are	not	 favoured	over	 inanimate	objects	 and	 can	 therefore	be	 regarded	as	
“objects	among	objects.”359	Cinema,	he	argues,	“is	not	exclusively	human.	 Its	 subject	






not	 (and	 should	 not	 be)	 more	 privileged	 than	 non-human	 objects. 362 	For	 his	
contemporary	 Béla	 Balázs,	 the	whole	 entity	 of	 the	world—human	 beings	 as	well	 as	
animate	 and	 inanimate	 objects—expresses	 itself	 in	 film.	 In	 Balázs’s	 concept	 of	




















In	 “Remarks	 on	 the	 Actor,”	 the	 relatively	 short	 chapter	 6	 of	 Theory	 of	 Film,	
Kracauer	applies	his	material	aesthetics	to	the	human	figure	on	screen.	Starting	out	from	
the	idea	of	the	human	being	as	“object	among	objects,”	Kracauer	refers	to	screen	actors	
as	 “raw	material”366	and	defines	 them	 in	 contrast	 to	 stage	actors	by	highlighting	 the	
significance	of	the	formers’	texture	and	materiality:	
There	 is,	 and	 there	 should	 be,	 something	 fragmentary	 and	 fortuitous	 about	
photographic	portraits.	Accordingly,	the	film	actor	must	seem	to	be	his	character	
in	 such	 a	 way	 that	 all	 his	 expressions,	 gestures,	 and	 poses	 point	 beyond	
themselves	to	the	diffuse	contexts	out	of	which	they	arise.	They	must	breathe	a	
certain	casualness	marking	them	as	fragments	of	an	inexhaustible	texture.	[…]	
The	 film	actor’s	performance,	 then,	 is	 true	 to	 the	medium	only	 if	 it	 does	not	
assume	the	airs	of	a	self-sufficient	achievement	but	impresses	us	as	an	incident	
[…]	of	his	character’s	material	existence.367		
Kracauer	 insists	 here	 on	 the	medium’s	 capacity	 to	 foreground	 the	 physicality	 of	 the	
human	 character,	 and	 hence,	 to	 reveal	 the	 surface	 qualities	 of	 the	 human	 being	 as	
‘object	among	objects.’	 In	this	way,	the	human	figure	on	screen	partakes	 in	cinema’s	
experience	of	physical	reality.		















Partei;	 Personen	 und	 Dinge	 werden	 gleich	 behandelt,	 der	 Mensch	 wird	
betrachtet	wie	ein	Tier,	ein	Haus,	eine	Wolke:	Man	will	verstehen,	lesen,	aber	
man	weiß,	 er	 wird	 fremd	 bleiben	 und	 damit	 eigen.	 […]	 Aus	 Charakteren	mit	
Eigenschaften	werden	so	oft	Figuren,	die	nicht	viel	mehr	als	ein	Nebel	der	Latenz	







Kracauer,	 the	 human	 being	 is	 part	 of	 the	 physical	world	 that	 the	 camera	 aspires	 to	





Aber	 natürlich	 liegt	 da	 auch	 ein	 Problem.	 Erzählen	 setzt	 ja	 genau	da	 ein:	 der	
Erzähler	interpretiert	das	Vieldeutige.	Er	erfindet	eine	Perspektive,	eine	Sicht	der	





the	 Kracauerian	 sense)	 and	 implies	 a	 desire	 for	 cinema’s	 ‘documentary’	 qualities,	
Hochhäusler’s	second	statement	suggests	a	conflict	between	the	camera’s	apparently	











relation	 to,	 above	 all,	 the	mise-en-scène,	 a	 feature	 I	 have	 discussed	 in	 the	 previous	
chapter.	Hochhäusler’s	remark	can	therefore	be	seen	as	a	further	indication	of	the	Berlin	
School’s	 “reflective	 realism,”	 which	 is	 characterised,	 as	 Michael	 Baute	 et	 al.	 have	















aims	 to	 reveal	 shared	 beliefs	 and	methods	 among	 these	 distinct	 approaches,	 all	 of	
which,	at	least	in	the	view	of	this	author,	can	be	characterised	as	material-realist.		
The	Berlin	 School’s	 leading	principle	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 ‘object	among	objects’	
seems	to	be	 the	 rejection	of	psychological	 legibility,	which	 is	achieved	mainly	by	 the	












films,	 from	 the	 back	 or	 the	 side.	 All	 these	 characteristics,	 I	 suggest,	 can	 be	 seen	 as	
essential	 elements	 of	 the	 Berlin	 School	 cinema’s	 portrayals	 of	 the	 human	 being	 as	
opaque	stranger.		
How	 do	 these	 strategies	 then	 distinguish	 themselves	 from	more	 established	
methods	in	mainstream	cinema?	According	to	James	Naremore,	“one	job	of	mainstream	
acting	is	to	sustain	‘the	illusion	of	the	unified	self,’	or	what	Pudovkin	called	the	‘organic	
unity	of	 the	acted	 image.’”373	In	Acting	 in	 the	Cinema,	Naremore	contrasts	 this	most	
conventional	acting	technique,	which	originates	from	the	concepts	of	Russian	theatre	
director	Constantin	Stanislavsky	and	which	in	American	cinema	has	become	known	as	
‘method	acting,’	 (or	 just	 the	Method)	with	 strategies	of	 the	Verfremdungseffekt	 [de-
familiarisation	effect],	the	interventionist	counter-approach	of	German	theatre	director	
and	 writer	 Bertolt	 Brecht.	 In	 contrast	 to	 Stanislavski’s	 conception,	 adapted	 by	 Lee	
Strasberg	and	other	American	acting	coaches,	which	is	aimed	at	enabling	actors	to	make	
use	of	 their	 inner	selves	 in	order	to	give	so-called	 ‘truthful’	or	 ‘lifelike’	performances	
and,	 in	 so	 doing,	 create	 the	 illusion	 of	 ‘real’	 characters,	 Brecht’s	 methods	 of	
estrangement	are	intended	precisely	to	work	against	this	illusion	of	reality	and,	instead,	
to	 shape	 the	 spectator’s	 awareness	 of	 the	 artificial	 and	 illusionary	 character	 of	 the	
artwork,	and	hence	of	the	performance	as	a	performance.	
While	Naremore’s	 study	 stresses	 the	 “old	 tensions	 between	 Stanislavsky	 and	
Brecht,” 374 	the	 dichotomy	 of	 an	 ideological	 battle	 between	 naturalism	 and	 anti-
naturalism,	 I	 want	 to	 briefly	 compare	 these	 two	 influential	 strategies	 with	 further	
approaches	to	acting.	Roughly,	we	can	distinguish	between	four	significant	modes	of	
cinematic	performance.	First,	the	melodramatic	or	histrionic	acting	style,	which	derives	
from	 19th	 century	 theatre,	 is	 characterised	 by	 the	 actor’s	 strong	 and	 exaggerated	
gestures	 and	 expressions;	 second,	 naturalist	 or	 verisimilar	 performances,	 differently	
from	the	highly	affect-driven	and	theatrical	acting	style,	are	aimed	at	creating	believable	











styles	 continue	 to	 prevail	 in	 Hollywood	 and	 similar	 mainstream	 cinemas,	 numerous	
independent	filmmakers	worldwide	have	employed	performance	modes	related	to	the	
ideas	of	Brecht	or	Bresson.	
In	 Berlin	 School	 cinema’s	 attitude	 to	 the	 human	 figure,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	
camera’s	arbitrary	treatment	of	people	and	objects,	performance	plays	a	central	role.	
Yet	 neither	 the	 psychologically	 driven	 acting	 style,	 often	 labelled	 as	 naturalist	 and	
commonly	employed	in	mainstream	cinema,	nor	the	Brechtian	anti-illusionist	distancing	
strategies	used	by,	among	others,	Jean-Luc	Godard,	Rainer	Werner	Fassbinder	and	Jean-
Marie	 Straub/Danièle	 Huillet,	 seem	 to	 be	 relevant.	 Rather,	 the	 predominant	
performance	mode	employed	 in	Berlin	School	cinema	appears	to	derive	 from	Robert	
Bresson’s	 conception	 of	 cinematic	 performance,	 an	 approach	 that	 has	 largely	 been	
regarded	as	anti-illusionist	(yet	different	from	Brecht’s	clearly	political	approach).375	In	







In	 the	 collection	 of	 his	medium-theoretical	 reflections,	Notes	 sur	 le	 Cinématographe	
(1975),	 published	 in	 English	 as	 Notes	 on	 Cinematography	 and	 Notes	 on	 the	
Cinematographer	(though	the	more	appropriate	translation	would	be	cinematograph,	
as	 it	 is	 referred	 to	 the	 formal	 implications	of	 the	medium’s	 technological	 condition),	
Bresson	 formulated	 the	 famous	 and	 oft-quoted	 lines:	 “No	 actors.	 (No	 directing	 of	
actors).	No	parts.	 (No	 learning	of	parts).	No	 staging.	But	 the	use	of	working	models,	
taken	from	life.	BEING	(models)	instead	of	SEEMING	(actors).”377		
																																																						





In	 the	 next	 paragraph,	 Bresson	 points	 to	 another	 difference	 between	 his	
preferred	performance	mode	and	conventional	acting,	which	is	related	to	questions	of	






the	 human	 being	 relies	 heavily	 on	 the	 body,	 it	 is	 a	 body	 withheld	 from	 strong	 and	
obvious	expressions.	In	Bresson’s	words,	“Unusual	approach	to	bodies.	On	the	watch	for	




What	 Bresson	 demands	 from	 his	 ‘human	models,’	 who	 are	 required	 to	 follow	 clear	
instructions	 (improvisation	 is	 not	 desired,	 not	 even	 permitted),	 can	 therefore	 be	
described	as	a	refusal	of	acting:	“It	is	not	a	matter	of	acting	‘simple’	or	of	acting	‘inward’	
but	 of	 not	 acting	 at	 all.” 380 	Rather	 than	 playing	 a	 fictional	 character—imitating	 or	





use	 of	 the	medium,	 including,	 above	 all,	 cinematography	 and	performance.	 As	 critic	
Frieda	Grafe	elaborated	in	her	lucid	observations	on	Bresson’s	work,		
Der	 Kinematograph	 kann	 spontane	 Regungen	 registrieren.	 Seine	 größten	







hat	 durch	 ihn	 eine	 andere,	 direktere	 Funktion	 bekommen.	 Nicht	
Gedankenvermittler.	Sein	bloßes	Dasein	wird	der	Gegenstand.381		
This	approach	to	the	human	figure	contrasts	strongly	with	mainstream	cinema’s	reliance	
on	plot	and	psychology,	as	Grafe	 further	points	out,	 “Das	auf	Erzählung	 fixierte	Kino	







the	 actor-character’s	 material	 existence,	 demanded	 by	 Kracauer	 and	 employed	 by	
Bresson	and	his	‘successors’	(including,	among	others,	and	in	different	degrees,	Berlin	
School	 directors),	 distinguishes	 itself	 from	 the	 predominant	 naturalist	 acting	 style,	
which,	as	discussed	above,	aims	to	achieve	verisimilitude	by	presenting	the	character’s	










of	 both	 explanatory	 speech	 and	 full	 views	 of	 the	 protagonists’	 faces,	 as	well	 as	 the	
restraint	of	strong	emotions	and	bodily,	particularly	facial,	expressions.	Low-key	acting	










man	 sofort,	wenn	man	die	 Schauspielerregie	dieser	 Filmemacher	 vergleicht	mit	dem	
Spiel	von	Birol	Ünel	bei	Fatih	Akin,	Daniel	Brühl	bei	Becker,	Sebastian	Koch	bei	Henckel	
von	Donnersmarck	oder	Axel	Prahl	bei	Dresen.”384		
The	 films	 discussed	 in	 this	 study	 favour	 a	 performance	mode	 that,	 I	 suggest,	
might	 be	 termed	 ‘inexpressive	 expressiveness.’	 It	 is	 inexpressive	 only	 insofar	 as	
traditional	forms	of	expression	such	as	speech,	facial	expression	or	meaningful	gestures	

















Before	 illustrating	 the	 depiction	 and	 characterisation	 of	 human	 characters	 in	 Berlin	
School	 cinema	 by	 looking	 at	 two	 films	 by	 directors	 of	 the	 movement’s	 ‘second	
generation’—Valeska	Grisebach’s	Sehnsucht	and	Ulrich	Köhler’s	Bungalow—,	I	want	to	
reflect	on	this	chapter’s	subject	matter	further	by	considering	the	films	and	filmmakers	
we	 already	 know	 from	 the	 discussion	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter:	Marseille	 by	 Angela	
Schanelec,	Der	schöne	Tag	by	Thomas	Arslan	and	Gespenster	by	Christian	Petzold.	The	
three	 films	have	 in	 common	 that	 they	are	 centred	 (albeit	 in	different	degrees)	upon	
																																																						








their	 reverence	 for	Bresson.	The	 fact	 that	Arslan’s	production	company	Pickpocket	 is	
named	 after	 Bresson’s	 eponymous	 film	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 further	 indication	 of	 the	









European	 cinema	 but	 also	 in	 (classical	 and	 New)	 Hollywood	 films.	 For	 Petzold,	 the	
physicality	of	American	(genre)	cinema	stands	in	stark	contrast	to	the	heavy	reliance	on	
dialogue	in	German	post-war	cinema.386	









of	 dealing	 with	 the	 human	 body.	 For	 Petzold,	 the	 actor-character’s	 body	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 the	
contemporary	condition	can	be	observed,	for	instance,	in	Pretty	Woman:	“This	is	American	cinema,	which	
has	 a	 certain	 physicality	 […].	 And	 that	 is	 for	me	 also	 genre.	 That	 they	 do	 not	 just	 rummage	 through	
material	but	really	discover	something	new	in	it.	And	what	recurs	all	the	time	in	these	genre	films	is	how	












eponymous	 city.	 It	 is	 neither	 explained	why	 she	 came	 to	 the	Marseille,	 nor	 are	 we	
provided	with	any	knowledge	about	the	circumstances	of	her	life	in	Berlin.	In	the	first	
third	of	the	film,	there	is	hardly	any	plot,	at	least	no	dramatic	composition,	but	almost	






during	other	quite	ordinary	events:	 sitting	on	 the	bus,	drinking	 coffee	outside	a	bar,	
shopping,	 putting	 on	 her	 new	 shoes	 in	 the	 apartment	 etc.:	 fragments	 of	 her	 rather	
solitary	days	in	the	French	city.	Since	we	are	left	unclear	about	Sophie’s	intentions	and	
motivations,	we	have	no	other	choice	than	to	watch	her	and	make	assumptions	about	
her	 state	 of	 mind.	 In	 this	 way,	 Marseille	 provides	 us	 with	 an	 experience	 of	 the	
protagonist	that	can	be	seen	as	diametrically	opposed	to	the	primary	function	of	the	
human	figure	in	classical	Hollywood	cinema	as	described	by	David	Bordwell:	
The	 classical	Hollywood	 film	presents	 psychologically	 defined	 individuals	who	
struggle	to	solve	a	clear-cut	problem	or	to	attain	specific	goals.	In	the	course	of	





























Schanelec’s	Marseille,	 as	already	noted	 in	 the	previous	chapter,	 starts	 in	medias	 res,	







least	 as	much	 obstructed	 as	 they	 are	 exposed.	 This	 results	 from	 the	mise-en-scène,	
particularly	the	camera	position	(located	closely	behind	the	characters)	and	the	extreme	
low-key	lighting	inside	the	car.	On	the	one	hand,	we	are	thus	allowed	and	even	forced	
to	 watch	 the	 human	 beings	 on	 screen,	 while	 Schanelec’s	 film,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	








Erzählweise	 nicht	 von	 den	 Personen	 aus	 zu	 sehen	 ist,	 sondern	 von	 den	
Zuschauern.	 Oder	 davon,	 wie	man	 glaubt,	 den	 Zuschauer	 zu	 bewegen.	Mich	




Wenke	 Wegner	 has	 elaborated	 on	 Schanelec’s	 particular	 approach	 to	 the	 human	
characters’	bodies	by	taking	the	example	of	Mimmi,	the	female	protagonist	of	Plätze	in	











dem	 sich	 das	 Eigentümliche	 von	 Schanelecs	 Umgang	mit	 Körpern	 am	 besten	
beschreiben	lässt.392		
Rather	than	providing	us	with	knowledge,	our	encounters	with	protagonists	like	Mimmi	
in	Plätze	 in	 Städten	 or	 Sophie	 in	Marseille	 are	 primarily	 experiences	 of	 and	 through	
bodies.	The	opening	scene	of	Marseille,	despite,	or	rather	because	of	 the	obstructed	
views,	creates	curiosity	about	the	two	women	(one	of	whom	will	eventually	become	the	
film’s	 protagonist)	 and	 may	 direct	 our	 gaze,	 aside	 from	 the	 much	 brighter	 urban	


























main	 principles,	 alongside	 centrality	 and	 balance,	 on	 which,	 according	 to	 David	
Bordwell,	the	image	composition	of	classical	Hollywood	cinema	relies:		
Both	centering	and	balancing	function	as	narration	in	that	these	film	techniques	
shape	 the	 story	 action	 for	 the	 spectator.	 The	 narrational	 qualities	 of	 shot	





typically	 in	 full	 or	 threequarter	 view.	 The	 result	 is	 an	 odd	 rubbernecking	





of	 the	 17th	 century	 and	 in	 Caspar	 David	 Friedrich’s	 landscape	 pictures,	 before	 being	
adopted	for	the	cinema	screen.	In	feature	films,	the	use	and	function	of	the	rear-view	
																																																						
393 	Marks,	 Skin	 of	 the	 Film,	 22–23.	 Notwithstanding	 his	 emphasis	 on	 the	 somatic	 nature	 of	 film	






figure,	as	 film	scholar	Guido	Kirsten	has	 suggested,	 varies	between	 (rather)	 classical,	
modernist	and	 realist	approaches:	 “Im	klassischen	Film	heben	sie	 sich	von	der	Norm	
(semi-)frontal	gestalteter	Einstellungen	ab	und	haben	meistens	einen	recht	eindeutig	
bestimmbaren	Sinn;	im	filmischen	Modernismus	können	sie	selbst	zu	einem	Struktur-	
und	 Stilmittel	 werden;	 in	 der	 realistischen	 Ästhetik	 schließlich	 konnotieren	 sie	 eine	
‘alltäglichere’	 Sicht	 auf	 die	Welt.”395	Following	 Kirsten’s	 categorisation	 (which,	 as	 he	












Yet,	 without	 denying	 the	 influence	 of	 Godard’s	 self-reflective	 counter-strategies	 to	
Hollywood	cinema	on	the	Berlin	School	directors,	obstructed	sights	of	the	human	face	
in	Marseille	do	not	have	the	purpose	of	creating	awareness	of	the	mise-en-scène	and	
the	 constructedness	 of	 filmic	 images	 in	 general.	 Rather,	 Schanelec’s	 and	 her	 fellow	
directors’	work	appears	to	be	mainly	concerned	with	establishing	an	experience	of	the	





cinema,	 we	 can	 thus	 observe	 a	 preference	 for	 shots	 taken	 from	 a	 greater	 distance	
(medium	shots	in	particular),	as	well	as	points	of	view	that	block,	or	at	least	partly	block,	





the	 human	 face.	 In	 this	 regard,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 stress	 the	 complete	 avoidance	 of	
shot/reverse-shots	in	Schanelec’s	cinema,	a	conventional	technique	that,	according	to	














Dieses	 Abwenden,	 nicht	 nur,	 um	was	 Geheimes	 zu	machen,	 sondern	 um	 die	
Schönheit	körperlicher,	physischer	Präsenz	zu	erfahren	und	nicht	immer	nur	die	
Gesichter	 und	 immer	 nur	 die	 klaren	 Gesten	 und	 immer	 nur	 die	 alltägliche	
Grammatik	zu	haben,	sondern	wie	jemand	reitet,	wie	jemand	ins	Auto	einsteigt,	










Filmkritik	 geschrieben	hat,	 dass	 die	 deutschen	 Schauspieler	 nicht	 zum	Method	Acting	 nach	New	York	
fahren	 sollten	 in	 den	 Theaterferien,	 sondern	 in	 die	 Schweiz,	 um	 sich	 dort	 die	 Gesichtsmuskeln	












with	 Schanelec’s	 idea	 of	 quotidian	 beauty	 (see	 chapter	 3),	 the	 counter-strategy	 of	













kein	 Travelling,	 die	 Kamera	 konnte	 ihr	 nicht	 folgen	 und	 ließ	 sie	 einfach	
																																																						




sagt	 er,	 in	 diesem	 Moment	 das	 Kino	 anfängt.	 Denn	 der	 Zuschauer	 fängt	 zu	






distance	 shot	 that	 shows	 her	 in	 the	 background	 beneath	 the	 huge	 trees	 of	 the	




The	 camera	 now	 lingers	 on	 the	 girl’s	 back	 and	 shoulders,	 neck	 and	 hair,	 while	 she	




doing,	 creates	 what	 Petzold	 has	 referred	 to	 above	 as	 the	 experience	 of	 physical	
presence.	





neck	 and	 hair.	 Thus,	 the	 girl’s	 state	 of	 mind	 is	 rendered	 sensible	 by	 her	 corporeal	


























Let	 us	 now	 look	 at	 a	 further	 scene	 from	 Schanelec’s	Marseille,	 not	 only	 in	 order	 to	
underpin	my	 argument	 about	 Berlin	 School	 cinema’s	material-realist	 attitude	 to	 the	
human	figure	but	also	to	demonstrate	how	even	depictions	of	the	face	can	still	provide	




ihrer	 Reserve	 haben	 locken	 lassen.	 Beim	 Tanzen	 etwa	 im	 Schwimmbad	 (Plätze	 in	
Städten)	 oder	 in	 einer	 verwaisten	 Provinzdisko	 (Mein	 langsames	 Leben).” 400 	In	




and	relaxed	 (a	state	of	mind	which	might	be	 traced	to	 the	alcohol	but	perhaps	even	
more	 to	 the	company	 in	which	she	 finds	herself),	 so	 that	 she	even	gives	away	some	
personal	details:	“when	I	start	drinking,	I	can’t	stop	drinking.	It’s	like	when	I’m	sleeping,	
I	 can’t	 stop	 sleeping.	 I	never	know	when	 to	 stop.”401	However,	 it	 is	not	 so	much	 the	
content	 of	 this	 conversation	which	 reveals	 something	 about	 Sophie;	 rather,	 it	 is	 the	
























we	 are	 thus	 provided	 with	 a	 back	 view	 of	 the	 protagonist	 rather	 than	 seeing	 her	





















her	 overall	 approach,	 promotes	 (unmotivated)	 experiences	 of	 material	 phenomena,	
provoking	curiosity	rather	than	allowing	identification	with	the	human	character.402		
	“The	close-up,”	as	Mary	Ann	Doane	has	suggested	with	 reference	to	 Jacques	








a	 certain	 autonomy	 and	 therefore	 novelty,	 a	 practice	 which	 distinguishes	 itself	
fundamentally	 from	 its	 signifying	 function	 in	 mainstream	 cinema.	 Once	 liberated	



















One	 must	 lie	 in	 wait	 for	 the	 real	 reality	 which	 is	 visible	 only	 in	 the	 inner	
movements	 of	 things.	 The	 cinema	 is	 the	 apparatus	with	which	one	 can	 track	
down	 these	 inner	 movements	 of	 things	 and	 people	 (who	 are	 just	 a	 special	
instance	of	 things	with	a	 life	of	 their	own).	The	cinema	 is	 the	machine	of	 the	
phenomenological	 opening	 towards	 the	 world	 but	 this	 is	 only	 possible	 if	 it	
restrains	itself	to	the	greatest	extent.404	
The	Berlin	School	filmmakers’	work	against	intelligibility	relies	mainly,	aside	from	their	
particular	 approach	 to	 the	 mise-en-scène,	 on	 the	 actors’	 minimalist	 performance	
modes.	As	elaborated	in	the	introduction	to	this	chapter,	Bresson’s	approach	to	acting,	
which	has	been	understood	as	either	material	or	metaphysical,	has	had	an	enormous	
impact	 on	 various	 Berlin	 School	 directors.	 In	 Bresson’s	 view,	 it	 is	 precisely	 the	
expressionlessness	of	the	actor-model	that	reveals	the	human	being’s	inner	nature,	thus	




has	 observed	 on	 the	 restrained	 expressions	 of	Mouchette,	 the	 heroine	 of	 Bresson’s	
eponymous	film:	“Not	only	her	words	are	resistant,	but	her	‘attention’	itself,	her	way	of	
absorbing	the	other’s	words	without	her	face	letting	us	know	what	she	makes	of	them.	

















Marseille	 presents	 Sophie	 as	 an	 opaque	 stranger,	 a	 particular	 experience	 to	
which	Maren	Eggert’s	 low-key	acting	contributes	significantly.	Consider,	 for	 instance,	
the	almost	dialogue-free	first	thirty	minutes	of	Marseille,	where	the	camera	lingers	on	
the	 protagonist’s	 body,	 observing	 her	 strolling	 around	 and	 exploring	 the	 new	
environment.	Despite	the	fact	that	the	first	half	of	the	film	is	very	much	centred	on	the	
protagonist	 (which	 is	 a	marked	 contrast	 to	 her	 almost	 total	 disappearance	 from	 the	
subsequent	Berlin	section	of	the	film),	Eggert’s	subtle	performance	gives	us	hardly	any	
indications	about	 the	character’s	 state	of	mind.	This	 is	especially	 true	with	 regard	 to	
facial	 expressions.	 The	 protagonist’s	 inner	 feelings	 in	 Marseille	 are	 not	 expressed	
outwardly,	and	her	 facial	expressions	are	practically	blank.	 It	 is	precisely	 the	general	




with	a	neighbour	 just	after	her	 return	 to	Berlin.	Schanelec’s	 composition	of	 the	shot	




than	 ‘Personenlicht’	 described	 in	 the	 previous	 chapter).	 Unlike	 in	 a	 conventional	
shot/reverse-shot	 sequence,	 Schanelec	 films	 this	 brief	 conversation	without	 cutting,	
which	allows	us	 to	examine	 the	protagonist’s	 face,	placed	against	an	ochre	wall—an	
‘imprisoning	 frame’—,	 for	 about	 thirty	 seconds.	 However,	 since	 Sophie,	 or	 more	
precisely,	Maren	Eggert	as	Sophie,	shows	almost	no	facial	expressions	(Fig.	18),	apart	
from	a	 very	 subtle	 smile	 at	 the	end	 (Fig.	 19),	 her	 face	 (and	 therefore	her	 inner	 self)	
remains	opaque	and	difficult	to	decipher	(even	if,	in	accordance	with	Doane’s	statement	
above,	we	nevertheless	try).	We	could	therefore	say	that	Schanelec’s	film	reveals	the	




















möchte	 nicht,	 dass	 es	 so	 klingt,	 als	 würde	 der	 Schauspieler	 keine	 Rolle	 spielen.	 Im	
Gegenteil.	Eigentlich	sehe	ich	das,	was	die	Kamera	macht,	wie	sie	ihn	fotografiert	und	
das,	was	ich	ihm	gebe,	was	er	sagen	kann,	als	ein	Geschenk	von	uns,	es	ist	das	Geschenk,	
dass	er	 sich	als	Mensch	 zeigen	kann.”409	Schanelec	 is	 convinced	 that	 cinema	enables	
actors	to	reveal	something	about	themselves,	an	idea	which	recalls	Bresson’s	notion	of	
cinematic	performance	as	“BEING	(models)	instead	of	SEEMING	(actors).”410		
This	brings	us	back	 to	 the	question	of	opacity	and	what	may	be	 called	Berlin	
School’s	 principle	 of	 restraint.	 Similarly	 to	 Eggert’s	 performance	 in	Marseille,	 Serpil	
Turhan’s	 creation	of	Deniz,	 the	 female	protagonist	 in	Arslan’s	Der	 schöne	Tag,	 relies	
heavily	 on	 the	 actor-model’s	 own	 material	 existence.	 Throughout	 the	 whole	 film,	
Turhan’s	bodily	expressions	are	reduced	to	a	minimum;	in	fact,	her	acting	style	can	be	
considered	 even	 blanker	 than	 Eggert’s	 in	Marseille.	 Consequently,	 some	 critics	 have	
described	Deniz	as	a	Bressonian	figure,	whereas	others,	apparently	less	informed	about	





















(Fig.	 20).	 Whereas	 in	 Schanelec’s	Marseille	 we	 can	 still	 observe	 very	 small,	 subtle	
movements	 in	 Sophie’s	 face,	 in	 Arslan’s	Der	 schöne	 Tag,	 as	 a	 result	 of	what	 can	 be	








face	 nor	 attention	 to	 her	 voice	 allow	 psychological	 insight.412 	In	 this	 almost	 three-
minute-long	scene,	Deniz	gives	an	outline	of	a	film	that	has	recently	made	an	impression	
on	 her,	 Maurice	 Pialat’s	 À	 nos	 amours,	 yet	 she	 does	 this	 in	 the	 most	 unemotional	
manner,	withholding	any	discernible	movements	of	both	face	and	voice.413	This	scene	
																																																						










opaque	 surface.	 By	using	 the	 actor	 as	 pure	 surface	or	 raw	material,	Der	 schöne	Tag	
heightens	Deniz’s	opacity,	a	fact	which	contributes	to	the	director’s	anti-psychological	





speaks	 a	 flat	 tone	 and	 at	 low	 volume.	 This	 particular	 speaking	 mode,	 a	 melodic	
monotony	 of	 verbal	 expressions,	 needs	 to	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 further	 anti-psychological	
technique.	Analogous	to	the	avoidance	of	unambiguous	facial	expressions,	the	lack	of	
strong	alterations	in	tone	and	volume	renders	difficult	an	access	to	the	characters’	inner	
selves.	 From	 the	 very	 beginning,	 the	mystery	 created	 in	 Schanelec’s	 film	 around	 its	
female	protagonist	is	heightened	by	the	extreme	shortage	of	speech.	Especially	in	the	
twenty	 minutes	 following	 the	 two	 initial	 scenes	 with	 Zelda	 inside	 the	 car	 and	 the	








Texte	 untergeschoben	 worden	 sind,	 um	 sie	 den	 Lesern	 eines	 Drehbuchs	
nahezubringen.	[…]	Wenn	die	Schauspieler	die	Szene	begreifen,	dann	spüren	sie,	




In	 the	 Berlin	 School	 directors’	 minimalist	 attitude	 to	 verbal	 language,	 as	 Christoph	
Hochhäusler	has	argued,	dialogue	appears	 to	be	“selten	mehr	als	Geräusch	 […].	Was	
gesagt	 wird,	 wie	 gesprochen	 wird,	 ist	 oft	 zweitrangig.” 416 	In	 this	 way,	 the	 films	
																																																						









Mein	 langsames	 Leben,	 the	 predecessor	 to	Marseille.	 However,	 it	 is	 not	 the	 sheer	
quantity	of	language	that	matters	here	but	its	non-functionality.	In	marked	contrast	to	












mixture	of	 stories,	 thoughts	and	ordinary	statements,	which	are	 in	many	cases	quite	
banal.	Marco	Abel	reads	this	banality	of	verbal	expressions	in	Schanelec’s	cinema	as	an	
“affective	intervention”:		
Because	her	 films	do	not	allow	us	 to	 receive	 their	 characters’	 artificial	use	of	

















	 Concurring	 with	 Abel’s	 evaluation	 of	 the	 downplaying	 of	 language’s	
meaningfulness	in	Schanelec’s	cinema	(though	less	sure	about	his	conclusions),	I	want	
to	 stress	 the	 ambiguous	 quality	 of	 the	monotonously	 recited	 dialogues.	On	 the	 one	
hand,	 the	 impression	 of	 artificiality	 conveyed	 by	 the	 literary	 style	 of	 Schanelec’s	
language	creates	tensions	with	the	films’	genuine	penetrations	of	the	material	world.419	
Yet,	 the	even	 intonation	and	smooth	rhythm	of	the	verbal	expressions,	very	much	 in	
accordance	with	a	performance	mode	that	 I	have	called	 inexpressive	expressiveness,	













banalen	Wortwechseln	wieder,	die	man	von	Schanelec	gewohnt	 ist.”	Frédéric	 Jaeger,	 “Orly,”	critic.de,	
February	 13,	 2010,	 http://www.critic.de/film/orly-2036/.	 A	 similar	 difference	 between	 German	 and	
French	dialogues	 can	 be	 observed	 in	 the	Marseille	 and	Berlin	 sections	 of	Marseille.	 The	 conversation	
between	Sophie	and	Pierre	in	the	bar	scene	described	above,	for	instance,	radiates	an	ease	that	is	almost	







ins	 Französische	 nicht	 so	 gut	 übertragbar	 war.	 Das	 Französische	 ist	 in	 gewisser	 Weise	 ausufernder,	
manchmal	hab	ich	den	Eindruck,	es	gibt	eine	größere	Lust	am	Sprechen.”	Angela	Schanelec	in	ibid.	
420	As	Schanelec	has	explained	the	significance	of	the	dialogue	for	the	actors,	“Über	ein	Mittel	bin	ich	mir	
eigentlich	 sehr	 im	 Klaren	 und	 das	 ist,	 den	 Schauspielern	 ihren	 Dialog	 zu	 geben.	 Ich	 versuche	 so	 zu	








Wind,	 chirping	birds,	 then	an	approaching	 car,	 brakes,	 a	door	opens	 and	 the	engine	
stops.	These	are	the	sounds	we	hear	before	we	see	anything,	or	more	precisely,	as	we	
follow	Sehnsucht’s	short,	minimalist—white	font	on	black	background—opening	credits.	
The	 first	 image	we	see	 is	a	close-up	of	a	man	 in	a	state	of	physical	action,	breathing	








This	 event	 functions	 as	 a	 (melo-)dramatic	 starting	 point	 for	 the	 depiction	 of	
longing	in	Valeska	Grisebach’s	Sehnsucht.	The	first	minute	already	gives	us	a	foretaste	
of	the	film’s	approach,	which	is	to	render	sensible	the	protagonist’s	longing	by	having	











the	other	hand,	 it	 is	 the	 form	 that	matters	most	 in	 Sehnsucht,	which	he	 considers	 a	
“Heimatfilm	 ohne	 heimelige	 Folklore.”423 	Director	 Grisebach,	 as	 Rebhandl	 suggests,	
																																																						
422	Catherine	Wheatley,	“Fire	Eats	the	Soul,”	Sight	and	Sound,	June	2007.	
423 	Bert	 Rebhandl,	 “‘Sehnsucht’:	 Realismus	 des	 Wünschens,”	 Spiegel	 Online,	 September	 7,	 2006,	
http://www.spiegel.de/kultur/kino/sehnsucht-realismus-des-wuenschens-a-435454.html.	
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reveals	 “das	 dramatische	 Potential	 in	 der	 ruhigen	 Alltäglichkeit,”	 and	 in	 so	 doing,	
“entdeckt	für	das	deutsche	Kino	einen	Realismus	des	Wünschens.”424	
Valeska	Grisebach	 has	 been	 regarded	 as	 part	 of	 the	 Berlin	 School’s	 so-called	
second	generation,	alongside	Maren	Ade,	Benjamin	Heisenberg,	Christoph	Hochhäusler,	
Ulrich	Köhler	and	Henner	Winckler,	among	others.425	Born	in	1968	in	the	North-western	
German	 city-state	of	Bremen,	 she	 grew	up	 in	Berlin,	 a	 fact	which	makes	her	unique	
among	the	filmmakers	associated	with	the	School,	all	of	whom	apart	 from	Grisebach	
settled	 in	 the	 German	 capital	 in	 their	 twenties	 or	 thirties.	 Like	 many	 of	 her	 fellow	
directors,	Grisebach	 studied	courses	within	 the	humanities—Philosophy	and	German	
Studies—in	Berlin,	Munich	and	Vienna,	before	turning	to	film.426	In	1993,	she	enrolled	








(Be	 My	 Star,	 2001)	 was	 screened	 in	 two	 different	 New	 Austrian	 cinema	 special	
programmes	 in	New	York	and	London,	along	with	the	 first	 features	of	mostly	 female	
Austrian	 directors	 such	 as	Albert,	 Hausner	 and	Ruth	Mader.	 For	 the	 filming	 of	Mein	













Yet	 they	 were	 incorporated	 into	 ‘Berlin	 School’	 as	 well.”	 Christoph	 Hochhäusler	 in	 Abel,	 “Tender	
Speaking.”	














This	 concentration	 on	 the	 quotidian	 aspects	 of	 human	 relationships	 can	 also	 be	
observed	 in	 the	director’s	 second	 feature,	 Sehnsucht.	 This	 time,	however,	 the	urban	













film,	 the	 director	 conducted	 interviews	 with	 approximately	 two	 hundred	 men	 and	













What	 might	 be	 called	 Grisebach’s	 documentary	 approach	 to	 fictional	 films	
manifests	itself,	in	addition	to	her	interview	research,	in	the	expansive	casting	process	
for	 the	 central	 characters,	 whom	 the	 director	 and	 her	 team	 sought	 “bei	 unseren	
Ausflügen	 über	 Land,	 aber	 auch	 in	 Berlin,	 auf	 Feuerwehr-	 und	 Dorffesten	 oder	 in	
Shopping	Malls”430	over	a	period	of	six	months.	As	the	director	has	explained	her	criteria	
for	the	casting:	
Wir	 haben	 […]	 nicht	 auf	 äußerliche	 Merkmale	 wie	 “blond”	 oder	 “dunkel”	
geachtet,	 sondern	 auf	 eine	 gewisse	 Ausstrahlung.	 Bei	 dem	 Mann	 sollte	 ein	





stellen,	 die	 Geschichte	 erleben	würden.	 Ich	war	 nicht	 von	 vornherein	 darauf	
festgelegt,	 mit	 nicht-professionellen	 Schauspielern	 zu	 arbeiten.	 Das	 hat	 sich	
dann	ergeben.	 Ich	dachte,	dass	gerade	dieser	Film	durch	die	Zusammenarbeit	






Grisebach’s	 explanation	 for	 the	 choice	 of	 non-professional	 actors	 is	 interesting	 in	
relation	to	my	discussion	of	the	human	being	as	opaque	surface	in	Berlin	School	cinema	





element	 of	 cinematic	 realism,	 alongside	 location	 shooting	 and	 a	 particular	 use	 of	
cinematic	techniques	such	as	depth	of	field	or	the	long	take.	It	can	be	traced	in	post-war	
cinema	 back	 to	 Italian	Neorealism,	whose	 directors	 for	 the	 first	 time	 relied	 on	 non-
professional	 actors	 in	 their	 films.	 This	 practice	 formed	 part	 of	 what	 we	 may	 call	











cannot	 avoid	 performing;	 consequently,	 only	 lay	 actors	 can	 be	 used	 as	 (outwardly)	
inexpressive	models.	Thus,	the	key	aspect	of	Bresson’s	preference	for	non-professional	
actors	 is	 related	 to	 the	way	 they	act,	or	 rather	do	not	 act.	Different	 from	Neorealist	
cinema’s	preoccupation	with	verisimilitude,	Bresson’s	belief	in	the	employment	of	non-
professional	actors	stems	from	his	aim	to	eschew	performance	completely.		
Valeska	 Grisebach	 is	 not	 the	 only	 Berlin	 School	 director	 who	 has	 regularly	
employed	lay	actors	for	her	films;	one	needs	to	mention	in	particular	Henner	Winckler	
and	Thomas	Arslan	(in	his	first	four	feature	films).433	But	just	as	one	should	not	reduce	
Berlin	 School	 cinema	 to	 a	 narrow	 idea	 of	 realism,	 the	 directors’	 approach	 to	
performance	cannot	be	understood	with	the	dichotomy	of	trained	and	lay	actors.	In	fact,	
we	can	observe	a	wide	range	of	casting	preferences;	apart	from	the	privileging	of	non-


























we	 get	 a	 sense	 of	 the	 protagonist’s	 personality,	 of	 his	 quietness	 and	 reserve:	 the	
characterisation	 is	 of	 an	 introverted	man	 who	 does	 not	 speak	much	 or	 express	 his	
feelings.	 For	 instance,	we	 see	 him,	 silent,	while	 his	 colleagues	 from	 the	 fire	 brigade	
discuss	 the	 incident	 he	 just	 witnessed	 in	 the	 film’s	 opening	 sequence.	 The	 camera,	
moreover,	closely	examines	Markus,	mostly	silent	again,	at	work	and,	a	little	livelier	this	




talk	about	 the	suicide	attempt,	 the	 romantic	 love	between	Romeo	and	 Juliet,	and	of	
their	own	love	for	each	other:	“Ich	würde	alles	für	dich	tun,”	Markus	says	at	the	end	of	
the	conversation.	The	next	shot	shows	the	sleeping	couple,	Markus	holding	Ella	tightly	









conveyed	 by	 the	 proximity	 of	 the	 camera,	 the	 authenticity	 of	 the	 location—an	 old-
fashioned	 bar-restaurant	 with	 wooden	 furnishings—,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 rather	 ordinary	





















































































438	Catherine	Wheatley,	 “Not	 Politics	 but	 People:	 The	 ‘Feminine	 Aesthetic’	 of	 Valeska	 Grisebach	 and	













up	 of	Markus	 lying	 in	 bed	which	 at	 first,	 through	 the	 lack	 of	movement	 and	 sound,	
appears	to	be	a	still	image.	
As	 we	 can	 see,	 director	 Valeska	 Grisebach	 consciously	 makes	 references	 to	
different	modes	of	cinematic	 realism.	 In	 the	entire	 film,	as	exemplified	 in	 this	scene,	
there	are	shifts	from	naturalism	to	allusive	micro-framing.	Whereas	the	preceding	shots	
in	the	restaurant	seem	almost	documentary-like,	the	dancing	sequence	is	more	poetic,	










all	 cinematic	 representations	 of	 dancing	 can	 be	 regarded	 as	 proper	 to	 the	medium:	









Anderen,	 Christian	 Petzold’s	 Gespenster	 and	 Jerichow,	 Angela	 Schanelec’s	 Plätze	 in	
Städten,	 Mein	 langsames	 Leben	 and	 Marseille,	 as	 well	 as	 Henner	 Winckler’s	
Klassenfahrt,	 among	 others.	 Sabine	 Nessel	 has	 pointed	 to	 the	 frequency	 of	 dancing	
sequences	 in	 contemporary	 auteur	 cinema	 (which	 she	 illustrates,	 apart	 from	 Lætitia	








back	 to	 the	 very	 beginnings	 of	 cinema.	 In	 the	medium’s	 early,	 pre-narrative	 phase,	
described	 by	 Tom	 Gunning	 as	 “cinema	 of	 attractions,”	 films	 were	 obsessed	 with	
documenting	any	kind	of	movement,	and	dancing	as	one	of	the	oldest	and	most	popular	
physical	 human	 expressions	was	 recorded	 in	 various	ways,	 in	 performances	 by	 both	
professionals	and	amateurs.	Since	then,	we	can	observe	various	uses	and	functions	with	




professional—or	 at	 least	 very	 skilled—dancers,	 in	 modern	 cinema	 from	 the	 1960s	
onwards	we	can	observe	an	orientation	towards	ordinariness	both	in	terms	of	places	
and	 performers.	 As	 Sabine	Nessel	 has	 suggested,	 “Tanzen	 und	Nicht-Tanzen	 sind	 im	
modernen	Autorenkino	teilweise	nicht	mehr	unterscheidbar.	Fast	möchte	man	sagen,	
aus	Tänzern	sind	Tanzende	geworden.”444	Nessel	 locates	the	dancing	scenes	 in	Berlin	













ihnen	 eine	 narrative	 Funktion	 zuzuschreiben,	 untersuchen	 die	 Filme	 mit	 den	
Tanzsequenzen	das	filmische	Potential	einer	Übertragung	von	Körper	zu	Körper.”446	It	is	
precisely	 this	non-functionality	with	 reference	 to	 the	narrative	 that	allows	a	 somatic	
experience	 from	 screen	 body	 to	 the	 spectator’s	 body.	 “Der	 heimliche	 Lehrplan	 der	
Tanzsequenzen	der	Berliner	Schule	hebt	darauf	ab,”	as	Wenke	Wegner	further	suggests,	
“dass	 tanzende	 Körper	 etwas	 vermitteln,	 das	 sich	 von	 Handlung	 und	 Sprache	
unterscheidet	und	als	Körperübertragung	bezeichnet	werden	kann.”447	
For	Wegner,	there	is	a	close	kinship	between	Kracauer’s	emphasis	on	camera-










observed,	 “wird	 tanzend	 eine	 Sphäre	 jenseits	 des	 Sprechakts	 etabliert,	 in	 der	
Gefühlszustände	verdichtet	wiederkehren.	[…]	Die	Kamera	führt	den	Zuschauer	nah	an	
den	Tanzenden	heran	und	es	steht	eine	Intimität	mit	der	Figur,	die	zunächst	überrascht.	
Die	 Tanzfläche,	 die	 Umgebung,	 das	 ständige	 Changieren	 des	 Films	 zwischen	
dokumentarischen	und	fiktionalen	Bildern—alles	das,	was	zuvor	die	Gangart	des	Films	
prägte,	 tritt	 in	 den	 Hintergrund	 des	 Körpers,	 dessen	 Tänzer	 die	 Augen	 die	 Augen	
geschlossen,	ganz	bei	sich	zu	sein	scheint.”450	
																																																						








that	 aesthetic	 experience	 of	 physical	 reality	 which	 Kracauer	 had	 in	mind,	 a	 sensory	
encounter	with	the	human	character’s	body	that	undermines	the	(over-)signification	of	
verbal	 expressions.	 These	 two	 minutes	 can	 be	 considered	 crucial	 for	 the	 film’s	






das	 “Nicht-Gestaltete,”	 Atmosphäre,	 die	 sich	 dem	Melodramatischen	 wieder	










Even	 more	 than	 Grisebach’s	 film,	 Köhler’s	 debut	 feature,	 which	 premiered	 in	 the	
‘Panorama’	 section	 at	 the	 2002	 Berlin	 Film	 Festival,	 creates	 a	 mystery	 around	 the	
protagonist	by	not	explaining	his	actions,	and	in	so	doing,	confronts	us	with	his	rather	











for	military	 service),	 Köhler	 started	 to	 study	 Philosophy	 in	 Hamburg	 but	 eventually,	
through	 the	production	of	 Super	8	 films,	 found	his	way	 to	 the	Department	of	Visual	
Communication	of	 the	 city’s	Hochschule	 für	 bildende	Künste	 (University	 of	 the	Arts),	
where	he	completed	four	short	films	before	his	graduation	in	1998.	To	date,	Köhler’s	
work	 consists	 of	 three	 feature	 films:	 in	 addition	 to	Bungalow,	 on	which	 I	 elaborate	
below,	 the	 titles	 are	Montag	 kommen	 die	 Fenster	 (Windows	 on	Monday,	 2006)	 and	
Schlafkrankheit	(Sleeping	Sickness,	2011).	
Fellow	 director	 Christoph	 Hochhäusler	 has	 referred	 to	 Bungalow	 as	 “the	
incursion	of	reality	into	the	German	film,”452	and	this	audio-visual	incursion—following	
minimalist	 opening	 credits	 that	 provide	 us	 only	 with	 the	 names	 of	 the	 production	
company,	the	leading	actors	and	the	director—starts	with	a	close	up	of	a	young	man	in	
military	uniform,	surrounded	by	other	men	in	the	same	outfit	sitting	on	benches	of	an	

























are	 spoken;	 he	 asks	 a	man	 if	 he	 could	 join	 his	 table:	 “Darf	 ich?”—“Bitte.”	 His	 body	
language	expresses	tiredness;	he	flops	down	onto	the	chair,	groans,	takes	off	his	cap	
and	 faces	 the	 newspaper	 his	 neighbour	 is	 reading,	 at	which	 point	 the	 latter	 silently	
passes	 him	 a	 section	 (“Danke”).	When	 the	 commander’s	 order	 “Aufsitzen!”	 and	 the	
trucks’	engine	 sound,	he	 turns	his	head	but	 remains	 seated,	and	 the	 film	cuts	 to	his	
fellow	soldiers	mounting	the	two	trucks	which	then	leave	the	service	area.	We	cannot	
be	sure	if	the	young	man,	Paul	(Lennie	Burmeister),	who	in	this	moment,	by	departing	
from	his	unit,	becomes	an	 individual—and	crystallises	as	 the	 film’s	protagonist—had	
planned	to	desert	beforehand,	or	if	he	just	spontaneously	made	his	decision	on	a	late-
adolescent	whim,	 since	 the	 film	 does	 not	 explain	 his	 behaviour.	 This	 refusal	 to	 give	





topographical	 approach,	 the	 camera	 captures	 the	 characteristics	 of	 the	 spatial	
environment.	One	can	observe	this	approach	to	taking	into	account	the	physical	reality	
of	places—exteriors	and	interiors—throughout	the	whole	film.		










Paul	 represents	 a	 type	 of	 human	 character	 in	 cinema	 whose	 inner	 world	 remains	
obscure	both	to	the	other	people	in	the	film	and	the	spectator,	thus	embodying,	in	an	
exemplary	way,	 the	 idea	 of	 human	 beings	 as	 opaque	 surface	 to	which	 Hochhäusler	
refers	in	the	quote	above:	a	stranger	whom	we	are	allowed	to	observe	during	the	film’s	
eighty-two	minutes,	 and	 who	 nonetheless	 remains	 a	 stranger,	 since	 no	 background	
information	 or	 psychological	 explanation	 for	 his	 behaviour	 are	 presented.	 For	 these	



















character.	 Director	 Ulrich	 Köhler,	 who	 has	 expressed	 admiration	 for	 Michelangelo	
Antonioni’s	“psychologiearme	Figurenzeichnung,”455	refuses	to	explain	his	protagonist	
or	equip	him	with	a	clear-cut	identity.	Moreover,	the	film	avoids	the	common	devices	
through	 which	 narrative	 cinema	 creates	 the	 spectator’s	 identification	 with	 human	
characters,	 namely	 music	 and	 language.	 While	 one	 popular	 strategy	 to	 build	 up	









predominant	 use	 of	 speech	 in	 narrative	 cinema,	 dialogue	 in	 Bungalow	 is	 extremely	
reduced	 and	 functions	 neither	 to	 advance	 the	 plot	 nor	 as	 an	 expression	 of	 the	
protagonist’s	 inner	self.	Rather	than	as	a	carrier	of	meaning,	dialogue	is	used	here	to	

























the	ensemble,	having	starred,	 for	 instance,	 in	Thomas	Vinterberg’s	acclaimed	Dogma	
film	Festen	(1998).	In	Bungalow,	she	plays	a	Danish	actress	who	is	preparing	the	role	of	
an	 extra-terrestrial	 being	 for	 a	 German	 science-fiction	 production,	 a	 film	 that	 will	
eventually	be	cancelled.		
Since	verbal	expression	is	reduced,	body	language	may	give	us	some	idea	about	
the	 character.	 “The	 things	 one	 can	 express	 with	 the	 hand,	 with	 the	 head,	 with	 the	
shoulders!	 […]	 How	 many	 useless	 and	 encumbering	 words	 then	 disappear!	 What	
economy!,”457	Robert	Bresson	once	formulated	in	his	plea	for	the	reduction	of	verbal	
expression	 in	 cinema.	 During	 the	 whole	 film,	 Paul	 appears	 to	 be	 bored,	 apathetic,	
lethargic	and	phlegmatic.	His	state	of	mind	is	embodied	by	his	style	of	walking,	which	
may	be	described	as	shuffling	and	slightly	slouched.	Paul’s	hunched	shoulders	point	to	





emphasise	 Paul’s	 indifference.	 Calm	 and	 inexpressive	 most	 of	 the	 time,	 it	 does	
																																																						







borrow	 Frank.	 P.	 Tomasulo’s	 observation	 on	 Antonioni’s	 cinema	 that	 “all	 the	
conventional	 techniques	 of	 the	 performer’s	 ‘instrument’	 are	 pared	 down	 and	
minimized:	 facial	 expression,	 gesture,	 body	 language	 and	 movement,	 costume	 and	
especially	 dialogue.”458	For	 Tomasulo,	 this	minimalist	 acting	 technique	 based	 on	 the	
credo	 “less	 is	more”	 can	 be	 regarded	 as	modernist.	Moreover,	 there	 seems	 to	 be	 a	
connection	between	the	performance	mode	and	the	significance	of	human	characters	
in	relation	to	the	object	world.	Whereas	conventional	 films	centre	on	unified	human	




an	 observation	 that	 Frank	 P.	 Tomasulo	 claims	 as	 equally	 accurate	 for	 Antonioni’s	
cinema.460	
Although	 centred	 on	 Paul	 and	 his	 (non-)actions,	 the	 approach	 of	 Bungalow	





middle-class	 family,	 embodied	 by	 Paul,	 his	 brother	 and	 the	 absent	 and	 yet	 present	














tendency	 which	 has	 been	 criticised	 as	 “middle	 class	 navel	 gazing.”461	In	 contrast	 to	
approaches	associated	with	social	realism,	films	like	Bungalow	do	not	concentrate	on	
marginalised	 groups,	 nor	 do	 they	 aim	 at	 calling	 attention	 to	 social	 problems.	 In	 his	
polemical	essay	“Why	I	Don’t	Make	Political	Films”—first	published	 in	German	under	










who	 are	 haplessly	 struggling	 to	 carve	 out	 a	 place	 for	 themselves	 in	 a	 contemporary	




























between	Paul	and	Armin,	 the	protagonist	of	Christoph	Hochhäusler’s	 second	 feature	
Falscher	Bekenner	(I	Am	Guilty,	2005),	who,	for	no	specific	reason,	claims	responsibility	
for	 crimes	 he	 has	 not	 committed.	 Unlike	 in	 Melville’s	 short	 story,	 however,	 Paul’s	
refusal,	his	‘I	would	rather	not	to,’	is	not	expressed	verbally	but	rendered	sensible	by	his	
indifferent	body	 language.	 In	 this	way,	 the	 film	does	not	provide	us	with	knowledge	
about	Paul	and	the	reasons	for	his	refusal;	rather,	it	creates	an	openness	and	ambiguity	
around	 the	 protagonist’s	 opaque	 actions.	 This	 is	 carried	 to	 extremes	 in	 the	 final	
sequence—which	can	be	seen	as	a	reference	to	the	ending	of	Bob	Rafelson’s	Five	Easy	
Pieces	 (1970)—,	 where	 Paul,	 before	 our	 very	 eyes	 yet	 covert	 from	 a	 lorry,	 literally	
disappears.		
Paul	thus	joins	the	ranks	of	the	many	human	characters	in	Berlin	School	cinema	
who	 can	 be	 described	 as	 opaque	 strangers.	 As	 a	 result	 of	 the	 actors’	 restrained	
expressions,	the	strong	reduction	of	speech	and	the	near	absence	of	facial	close-ups,	
Berlin	 School	 films	withhold	 psychological	 identification	with	 human	 figures;	we	 are	
therefore	 thrown	back	 to	 their	 rather	 ambiguous	 corporeality.	Moreover,	 as	 already	














Because	 of	 the	 preoccupation	 of	 film	 with	 physical	 minutiae	 as	 well	 as	 the	
decline	of	ideology	it	is	in	fact	inevitable	that	our	minds,	fragmentized	as	they	
are,	should	absorb	not	so	much	wholes	as	“small	moments	of	material	life.”	[…]	











serve	 to	 further	 the	 action	 or	 convey	 relevant	 moods	 but	 retain	 a	 degree	 of	
independence	of	the	intrigue	and	thus	succeed	in	summoning	physical	existence.”470	For	
Kracauer,	 such	 ‘small	 moments	 of	 material	 life’	 can	 be	 found	 primarily,	 apart	 from	
human	characters’	corporeality,	as	described	in	the	previous	chapter,	in	displays	of	the	









aimed	 to	 examine	 the	 changing	 conditions	 of	modernity.	 For	 Kracauer,	 there	was	 a	
direct	link	between	the	metropolitan	city,	modernity	and	cinema,	a	view	shared	by	many	
of	his	contemporaries	including	his	friend,	cultural	theorist	Walter	Benjamin.	In	Theory	











sense	 is	 the	 characteristic	place	of	modern	 life	 and	 can	 therefore	be	 considered	 the	
cinematic	 location	 par	 excellence.	 In	 his	 writings	 on	 cinema,	 Kracauer	 refers	 very	
positively	 to	 precisely	 those	 films	 which	 not	 only	 take	 place	 in	 the	 city	 but	 devote	
themselves	to	the	transient	moments	of	urban	street	life—from	German	street	films	of	
the	1920s	to	post-war	Italian	Neorealism.	Kracauer,	who	frequently	argues	against	the	
artificiality	 of	 studio	 designs,	 can	 therefore	 be	 regarded	 as	 an	 advocate	 of	 location	







of	 the	 city	 street	with	 its	 ever-moving	 anonymous	 crowds.	 The	 kaleidoscopic	
sights	mingle	with	unidentified	 shapes	and	 fragmentary	visual	 complexes	and	
cancel	each	other	out,	thereby	preventing	the	onlooker	from	following	up	any	of	
the	innumerable	suggestions	they	offer.	What	appears	to	him	are	not	so	much	







would	 become	 known	 as	 Italian	Neorealism,	 Bazin	 suggests	 that	 the	 concrete	 “fact”	



























or	 prompts	 a	 reaction	which	 adapts	 to	or	modifies	 it.	 But	 a	 purely	 optical	 or	










475	For	 Bazin,	 this	 is	 achieved	 paradigmatically	 in	 Italian	 Neorealist	 films,	 and	 particularly	 in	 Roberto	
Rossellini’s	Paisà	(Paisan,	1946)—a	film	which	Kracauer	also	admired)—,	praising	these	directors	for	their	
ability	“to	shoot	successful	scenes	in	buses,	trucks,	or	trains,	namely	because	these	scenes	combine	to	






particular	 relationship	with	pro-filmic	 reality	 (Kracauer	 is	not	mentioned	 in	Deleuze’s	
two	Cinema	books).	For	Deleuze,	the	essence	of	filmic	images	cannot	be	understood	at	
the	level	of	reality	but	rather	with	respect	to	their	affective	force.	Yet	despite	Deleuze’s	
objection	 to	 film’s	bond	with	pro-filmic	 reality,	 his	 notion	of	 pure	optical	 and	 sound	
situations,	 particularly	 in	 conjunction	 with	 what	 he	 calls	 “any-spaces-whatever”	 (a	
concept	on	which	I	will	elaborate	below),	seems	to	be	useful	for	the	discussion	of	places	
and	spaces	insofar	as	it	puts	emphasis	on	the	kind	of	filmic	elements	that	lie	beyond	the	
story	 and	 individual	 actions.	 Furthermore,	 Deleuze’s	 conception	 draws	 attention	 to	
sound,	so	that	we	can	expand	the	fragments	of	visible	reality,	as	described	by	Kracauer	
and	Bazin	above,	to	include	fragments	of	audible	reality.478	
	 In	 addition	 to	 his	 emphasis	 on	 the	 fragmentary	 and	 ambiguous	 character	 of	
material	reality,	Kracauer	draws	attention	to	cinema’s	ability	to	render	unfamiliar	our	





























and,	 in	 so	 doing,	 makes	 us	 re-see	 our	 mundane	 and	 well-known	 yet	 hidden	
surroundings:	
The	way	leads	toward	the	unfamiliar	in	the	familiar.	How	often	do	we	not	come	





new	 perspective,	 one	 could	 say	 with	 the	 eyes	 of	 a	 stranger.	 But	 even	 though	 the	
medium’s	inherent	nature	favours	these	new	perspectives	on	the	quotidian,	it	depends	














space:	 both	 space	 in	 films—the	 space	of	 the	 shot;	 the	 space	of	 the	narrative	
																																																						
482	Hansen,	Cinema	and	Experience,	27.	







industry	 at	 the	 levels	 of	 production,	 distribution,	 and	 exhibition;	 the	 role	 of	
cinema	in	globalization.485	
Of	these	two	aspects	of	the	medium’s	particular	relationship	with	space,	as	described	
by	 Shiel,	 the	 focus	 in	 the	 rest	 of	 this	 chapter	 lies	 entirely	 on	 the	 former:	 space	 is	
considered	in	(Berlin	School)	films,	both	in	relation	to	the	kind	of	environment	that	is	
displayed	 and	 the	 way	 this	 is	 (re-)presented.	 Below,	 I	 continue	my	 survey	 of	 Berlin	
School	cinema	through	the	lens	of	Siegfried	Kracauer’s	material	aesthetics	by	looking	at	
the	films’	treatment	of	locations,	a	feature	which,	I	suggest,	plays	an	essential	part	in	
their	 approaches	 to	 physical	 reality.	 Indeed,	 the	 directors’	 attitude	 to	 the	 spatial	
environment	 can	 be	 considered	 the	 perfect	 example	 of	 their	 endeavour	 to	 render	
visible,	audible	and	sensible	aspects	of	the	socially	defined	material	world.	Berlin	School	
films,	 as	 Cristina	 Nord	 has	 suggested,	 “finden	 eine	 spezielle	 Verbindung	 zu	 ihren	
Schauplätzen.	Mit	Milieuschilderung	hat	das	nichts	zu	tun,	eher	mit	der	Errettung	der	
äußeren	Wirklichkeit,	von	der	Siegfried	Kracauer	schrieb—mit	dem	Surplus,	dass	sich	
gerade	 in	 der	 Konkretion	 eine	 Überwindung	 der	 Konkretion	 abzeichnet.” 486 	Nord’s	
remark	 suggests	 that	 precisely	 the	 films’	 rigorous	 reification,	 their	 adherence	 to	 the	
material	world,	both	visually	and	acoustically,	transcends	this	very	material	world.	The	
filmmakers’	 practice	 is	 not	 so	much	 aimed	 at	 portraying	 a	 social	 environment	 (as	 in	
social	 realist	 films)	 but	 rather	 at	 rendering	 visible	 and	 audible	 the	 materiality	 of	
locations.	 Berlin	 School	 films’	 treatment	 of	 space	 is	 therefore	 related	 to	 Kracauer’s	
notion	of	cinema’s	redemptive	potential.		






485	Mark	 Shiel,	 “Cinema	 and	 the	 City	 in	History	 and	 Theory,”	 in	Cinema	and	 the	 City:	 Film	 and	Urban	
Societies	in	a	Global	Context,	ed.	Mark	Shiel	and	Tony	Fitzmaurice	(Oxford:	Blackwell,	2001),	5	(emphasis	
in	original).	












with	 regard	 to	 both	 human	 beings	 and	 the	 spatial	 environment.	 Moreover,	 the	
characters’	experiences	often	appear	to	be	interconnected	with	the	surroundings.	“Jede	
Figur	 ist	 bei	mir	mit	 dem	Raum	verbunden,	 in	dem	 sie—zu	welchem	Zeitpunkt	 auch	
immer—agiert.	Diese	Relation	ist	mir	grundsätzlich	wichtig:	der	Raum	und	die	Personen	
als	Ensemble.	Das	schafft	mehr	Komplexität,	als	wenn	man	Personen	isoliert	von	dem,	
was	 sie	 umgibt,”489	as	 Thomas	 Arslan	 has	 commented	 on	 the	 relationship	 between	
human	figures	and	locations	in	his	films.	And	fellow	director	Angela	Schanelec,	asked	
about	the	question	of	space,	has	remarked	that	“es	ist	ja	gar	nicht	möglich,	sich	Leute	






observe	 “contemporary	 Germany	 as	 if	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 a	 stranger”:	 “As	 we	
flaneur	with	the	protagonists	through	often	unrecognizable	spaces	[…],	we	are	afforded	
the	chance	 to	hone	our	ability	 to	sense	and	perceive	a	degree	of	 strangeness	within	
																																																						
487	Thomas	Arslan	 in	 Susanne	Gupta,	 “Berliner	 Schule:	Nouvelle	 Vague	Allemande,”	 fluter,	 August	 31,	
2005,	http://film.fluter.de/de/122/film/4219/.	
488	In	Los	Angeles	Plays	Itself	(2003),	a	brilliant	film	essay	about	the	ways	Los	Angeles	has	been	presented	
in	 cinema,	 director	 Thom	 Andersen	 argues	 that	 the	 city	 functions	 on	 screen	 either	 as	 a	 background	
(habitually),	a	character	(occasionally)	or	a	subject	(rarely).	
489	Thomas	Arslan	in	Wolfgang	Nierlin,	“‘Jede	Figur	ist	bei	mir	mit	dem	Raum	verbunden’:	Ein	Gespräch	
mit	 Thomas	 Arslan	 über	 seinen	 neuen	 Film	 ‘Im	 Schatten’	 und	 das	 Verbrechen	 als	 Existenzform,”	
www.filmgazette.de,	June	27,	2010,	http://www.filmgazette.de/index.php?s=essaytext&id=16.	
490 	“Angela	 Schanelec	 on	 Spaces,”	 Cine-Fils,	 ,	 http://www.cine-fils.com/interviews/angela-
schanelec.html.	
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what	otherwise	might	 simply	appear	as	 the	normal,	mundane	environment	 in	which	
many	middle	class	Germans	dwell.”491	By	offering	an	experience	of	the	entire	material	
world,	of	human	beings	within	 their	 spatial	 surroundings,	 the	 films	contribute	 to	 the	




























present	becomes	a	document	of	 the	past	 in	 the	moment	of	viewing:	“At	 first	sight	 the	neorealist	 film	
seems	only	to	declare:	this	is	how	things	are.	In	fact,	it	is	saying:	this	is	how	things	were.	For	by	the	time	
the	audience	sees	the	film,	what	 is	being	shown	 is	a	 testimony	to	what	the	filmmaker	 (in	this	 respect	




auteur	 filmmakers	 worldwide.	 For	 Geoffrey	 Nowell-Smith,	 the	 employment	 of	 real	
places	is	one	of	cinema’s	unique	virtues:	“They	are	there	before	they	signify,	and	they	
signify	 because	 they	 are	 there;	 they	 are	 not	 there	merely	 in	 order	 to	 be	 bearers	 of	
signification.	 The	 fact	 of	 being	 able	 to	 work	 with	 real	 materials,	 which	 retain	 their	




accordance	 with	 the	 filmmakers’	 non-manipulative	 commitment,	 remain	 largely	
unchanged,	 though	 interiors,	 particularly	 flats	 and	 houses,	 may	 have	 been	 (re-
)arranged.	Cinematographer	Reinhold	Vorschneider	has	described	as	 follows	director	
Angela	Schanelec’s	attitude	towards	places	and	spaces	in	her	films,	
Ich	 glaube	 idealtypisch	 ist	 es	 schon,	 dass	 man	 das	 alles	 sozusagen	 in	 der	
Wirklichkeit	findet.	Du	[Angela	Schanelec]	beschreibst	es	ja	auch	für	Dich	immer	
als	einen	spannenden	Prozess,	von	diesem	Text	in	eine	Art	Realität	zu	gehen.	Das	
sind	 natürlich	 fragwürdige	 Begriffe.	 Sozusagen	 diesem	 Gedachten	 eine	
vorgefundene	oder	dokumentarische	Dimension	dazu	zu	geben.	Deswegen	ist	es	
idealtypisch	schon	so,	dass	man	die	Orte	findet,	und,	wenn	es	irgend	geht,	auch	

























history	 of	 places,	 a	 past	which,	 despite	 not	 being	 part	 of	 the	 narrative,	 is	 somehow	
redeemed	by	the	registration	of	the	camera.	Yet,	the	indexical	relationship	between	the	
image	and	the	pro-filmic	world,	the	“capacity	of	film	to	provide	rigorous	documentation	




constructed	 by	 the	 filmmakers’	 distinctive	 treatments	 of	 space.	 It	 is	 nevertheless	
important	to	stress	the	fact	that	cinema’s	visual	and	sonic	documentation	of	existing	







title,	 although	 one	 needs	 to	 stress	 the	 fact	 that	 Berlin	 School	 cinema’s	 attention	 to	
settings	goes	beyond	metropolitan	sites.499	As	discussed	previously,	only	about	half	of	

















provincial—often	 suburban	 and	 sometimes	 rural—environments	 such	 as	 the	 Hesse	
small	 town	 in	 Ulrich	 Köhler’s	 Bungalow	 or	 the	 Brandenburgian	 village	 in	 Valeska	
Grisebach’s	Sehnsucht.	For	Christian	Petzold,	Berlin	School	cinema’s	preoccupation	with	








Diese	 Welt	 wollten	 wir	 erkunden	 und	 dabei	 zeigen,	 dass	 auch	 in	 ihr	 große	
Geschichten,	große	Tragödien	spielen	können.500	
For	Petzold,	 the	exploration	of	the	provinces	 in	 (early)	Berlin	School	 films	goes	along	
with	a	great	sensitivity	to	the	settings:	“Wir	tun	so,	als	ob	es	einen	Marktplatz	gibt,	aber	
der	heißt	direkt	‘Neuer	Markt,’	und	es	gibt	 immer	dieselben	Läden,	 immer	Schlecker,	
Eiscafé	 San	 Marco,	 Pommesbude,	 noch	 drei,	 vier	 Friseure,	 ein	 Fachgeschäft	 für	
Elektrogeräte—so	sehen	diese	Städte	immer	aus.	Und	trotzdem	leben	80	Prozent	der	
Deutschen	in	solchen	zersiedelten	Städten,	die	aber	in	Filmen	nicht	auftauchen.”501	The	
fact	 that	 the	 large	majority	of	Germans	do	not	 live	 in	urban	centres	but	 in	suburban	






muss	 nichts	 signalisieren,	 genausowenig	 muss	 es	 als	 Metapher	 für	 eine	 bestimmte	
Mentalität	 oder	 Befindlichkeit	 herhalten.” 502 	As	 we	 will	 see,	 Berlin	 School	 films—
whether	 set	 in	 urban	 or	 suburban	 areas,	 small	 towns	 or	 transit	 spaces—can	 be	








“When	 a	 film	 shows	 Big	 Ben	 and	 the	 Houses	 of	 Parliament,	 Tower	 Bridge,	
Trafalgar	 Square,	 St	 Paul’s	 Cathedral,	 Piccadilly	 Circus,	 red	 buses	 and	 black	 taxis,”	
Charlotte	Brunsdon	writes	 in	London	 in	Cinema:	The	Cinematic	City	Since	1945,	 “you	
know	 you	 are	 in	 London.	 This	 is	 the	 shorthand	 iconography	 of	 location,	 ‘landmark	
London,’	which	allows	film-makers	to	indicate	that	their	stories,	or	particular	parts	of	
their	 story,	 are	 set	 in	 London.” 503 	Brunsdon’s	 introductory	 remarks	 on	 landmark	
iconography	not	only	apply	to	London,	but	can	easily	be	adapted	to	other	big	cities—
particularly	capitals—with	highly	recognisable	places.	Analogously	to	the	depiction	of	
the	world-famous	 London	 sites	 as	 listed	 above,	 the	 framing	of	 locations	 such	 as	 the	
Brandenburg	gate,	 the	Victory	Column,	the	Cupola	of	 the	Reichstag	or	 the	Television	
Tower	is	regularly	used	to	clearly	indicate	that	we	are	in	Berlin.	The	German	capital	has	
become	 increasingly	 popular	 as	 the	 setting	 for	 both	 national	 and	 international	
productions	over	the	last	twenty-five	years,	and	with	very	few	exceptions,	these	films	
provide	us	in	abundance	with	images	of	the	renowned	city	landmarks.	Even	though	in	
principle	 location-shot	 films	 may	 “offer	 fresh	 views	 of	 familiar	 landmarks,” 504 	as	
Brunsdon	 further	 suggests,	 this	 endeavour	 is	 rendered	 difficult	 by	 the	 extreme	
familiarity,	that	is	overfamiliarity,	of	iconic	places.		 	 	
The	 question	 of	 the	 overfamiliarity	 of	 familiar	 sites	 is	 relevant	 in	 relation	 to	
Kracauer’s	belief	in	cinema’s	ability	to	reveal	the	unfamiliar	in	the	familiar	environment,	
as	we	 can	assume	 that	 the	prominent	display	of	 highly	 recognisable	 locations	might	
block	 rather	 than	 incite	 the	 spectator’s	 engagement	 with	 the	 surroundings.	 It	 is	
therefore	significant	that	the	Berlin	School	directors	almost	completely	refuse	to	show	
renowned	places	in	their	films.	This	applies	not	only	to	those	Berlin	School	films	with	
rather	 provincial	 settings;	 even	 the	 films	 set	 in	 the	German	 capital	 refuse	 to	 display	








The	 filmmakers’	 preoccupation	 with	 non-referential	 locations,	 according	 to	
Brigitta	 Wagner,	 “can	 be	 termed	 the	 Anti-Hauptstadt,”	 and	 is	 characterised	 by	 the	
“avoidance	 both	 of	 Berlin	 and	 of	 clearly	 visible	 markers	 of	 place.”505 	This	 attitude,	
Wagner	 argues,	 “is	 at	 once	 hyperlocal	 and	 transnational	 in	 its	 assault	 on	 Berlin’s	








Berlin	School	 cinema’s	preference	 for	 rather	unknown	and	non-symbolic	 yet	 familiar	
(because	ordinary)	sites	can	be	related	to	what	French	anthropologist	Marc	Augé	has	
coined	non-places.	Taking	Michel	de	Certeau’s	distinction	between	place	and	space	as	a	
starting	 point,	 Augé	 develops	 the	 concept	 of	 the	 non-place	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	
anthropological	place,	suggesting	that	“[i]f	a	place	can	be	defined	as	relational,	historical	
and	 concerned	with	 identity,	 then	a	 space	which	 cannot	be	defined	as	 relational,	 or	
historical,	 or	 concerned	with	 identity	will	 be	 a	non-place.”507	In	his	 conception,	non-
places	are	“all	the	air,	railway	and	motorway	routes,	the	mobile	cabins	called	‘means	of	










2008),	 63.	 For	 de	 Certeau,	 places	 are	 defined	 by	 their	 stability,	 whereas	 spaces	 are	 created	 through	
movement.	 See	 Michel	 de	 Certeau,	 The	 Practice	 of	 Everyday	 Life,	 trans.	 Steven	 Rendall	 (Berkeley:	
University	of	California	Press,	1984).	
508	Augé,	Non-Places,	64.	










abstraction,	 and	 therefore	 alienation,	 which	 for	 Augé	 makes	 the	 basic	 difference	
between	places	and	non-places.	





traces	 the	 historical	 development	 and	 changes	 in	 both	 the	 employment	 and	 the	
perception	 of	 space,	which	 he	 describes	with	 the	 categories	 absolute,	 historical	 and	
abstract	 space.	 For	 Lefebvre,	 abstract	 space	 is	 space	 under	 capitalism,	 social	 space	
dominated	by	the	market,	 in	which	everything	 is	organised	 in	zones.	Both	a	material	
manifestation	and	representation	of	the	capitalist	production	system,	abstract	space,	as	
Lefebvre	further	suggests,	leads	towards	increasing	fragmentation	and	abstraction,	thus	








Yet	 despite	 his	 pessimistic	 attitude	 toward	 cinema,	 Lefebvre’s	 conception	 of	
abstract	space,	spatial	organisation	under	capitalism,	as	well	as	Augé’s	notion	of	non-






displayed	 in	 Berlin	 School	 films.	 Augé’s	 conception	 of	 non-places,	 moreover,	 shares	








often	 neglected	 in	 mainstream	 cinema.	 “Wir	 kennen	 diese	 Orte	 deshalb	 nicht,”	 as	
Sabine	Wolf	 has	 suggested,	 “weil	wir	 ihnen	bisher	wenig	Aufmerksamkeit	 geschenkt	
haben.	Dieses	Defizit	vermögen	die	Arbeiten	der	Berliner	Schule	zu	reduzieren,	weil	sie	
die	Kamera	auf	diese	Nicht-Orte	richten	und	dadurch	sowohl	‘neue	Blicke’	eröffnen	als	
auch	 eine	 ‘neue’	 Wahrnehmung	 lehren	 können.” 514 	Drawing	 on	 Georg	 Simmel’s	








einer	 Stadt	 verlassen	 können.	 Wir	 müssen	 uns	 […]	 eigene	
Orientierungsparameter,	 Merkzeichen	 und	 Landmarks	 suchen.	 Dies	 können	
bauliche	 oder	 temporäre	 Elemente	 sein	 wie	 bspw.	 eine	 Bushaltestelle	 oder	
Trampelpfade	auf	Brachen	und	in	Grünanlagen	in	Petzolds	Gespenster.516		
The	Berlin	School	directors’	refusal	to	provide	us	with	postcard	images	of	representative	




















and	 the	 way	 the	 spatial	 environment	 is	 filmed,	 familiar	 surroundings	 are	 rendered	





									 	 	 	 														Ich	finde	es	gut,	von	Orten	auszugehen.	
												 	 	 	 	 	 														ANGELA	SCHANELEC518	
	
More	than	any	of	her	colleagues,	Angela	Schanelec	seems	to	embody	the	rejection	of	
landmark	 Berlin.	 Her	 films	 regularly	 highlight	 the	 city’s	 non-illustrious	 urban	 and	
suburban	 spaces.	 In	 Schanelec’s	 cinema,	 the	 camera	 pays	 attention	 to	 areas	 within	
Germany’s	 capital	which,	due	 to	 their	 rather	 anonymous	 character,	 cannot	be	easily	
recognised	as	part	of	the	city,	an	attitude	which	Schanelec	equally	pursues	in	the	Paris	
sections	of	her	 films	Plätze	 in	Städten	and	Mein	 langsames	Leben,	both	of	which	are	
arguably	among	the	more	unusual	cinematic	representations	of	the	French	capital.	The	
director’s	 technique	 of	 defamiliarising	 and	 deemphasizing	 locations	 can	 also	 be	
observed	in	the	Marseille	segments	of	her	eponymous	film.	Marseille	does	not	provide	
us	with	 characteristic	 images	of	 the	Mediterranean	 city—no	 landmarks	or	otherwise	
																																																						












shot,	 Schanelec	 stayed	 in	 the	Unité	 l’Habitation,	 the	 first	 and	most	 famous	 brutalist	
housing	building	by	Swiss-French	architect	Le	Corbusier,	located	outside	of	the	centre,	
which	 now	also	 hosts	 a	 small	 hotel.	 Yet,	 this	 distinguished	 building,	 an	 architectural	
landmark	of	the	city,	equally	loved	and	hated	by	admirers	and	enemies,	did	not	make	it	
into	the	film.	What	we	see	instead	are	several	of	the	city’s	more	anonymous	buildings	
and	 ordinary	 apartment	 blocks,	 less	 renowned	 and	 inventive	 yet	 therefore	 perhaps	
more	 representative	 than	 Le	 Corbusier’s	modern	 classic.	 As	 Schanelec	 writes	 in	 her	
Marseille	diary,	“Cité	Le	Corbusier.	In	Marseille	gibt	es	unzählige	Häuser	wie	dieses,	mit	
mehr	 oder	 weniger	 Leidenschaft	 berechnete	 Zellanhäufungen,	 und	 in	 jeder	 Zelle	
Leben.”520		
For	 reasons	 concerning	 local	 lighting	 conditions,	 Schanelec	 decided	 to	 shoot	
Marseille	 in	 February,	 a	 time	 when,	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	 often	 cloudy	 sky	 above	 the	
Mediterranean	 city,	 the	 light	 is	 only	 moderately	 bright	 (in	 contrast	 to	 the	 dazzling	
brilliance	or	very	even	illumination	in	summer),	circumstances	which	seem	to	produce	
the	 right	 images	 for	 a	 film	 not	 aiming	 to	 provide	 us	 with	 postcard	 pictures	 but	
preoccupied	with	the	experience	of	mundane	urban	life.521	As	Schanelec	has	stated,	her	
choices	 of	 locations	 are	 based	 on	 criteria	which	 have	 to	 do	 “mit	 dem	 Licht,	mit	 der	
Architektur,	mit	einer	Vorstellung	davon,	wo	Leute	sein	könnten,	und	mit	unserem	ganz	
persönlichen	Geschmack.”522	Apart	 from	 aesthetic	 preferences,	 Schanelec’s	 personal	
																																																						
519	As	 Daniel	Winkler	writes	 in	 Transit	Marseille,	 a	 study	 of	 filmic	 representations	 of	 France’s	 second	
biggest	 city:	 “Schanelec	macht	Marseille	 zu	 einem	 positiv	 besetzten	 Ankerpunkt	 in	 der	 existentiellen	
Identitätssuche	 der	 Berliner	 Fotografin	 Sophie.	Marseille	 bedient	 zwar	 das	 Thema	 der	 Kriminalität,	
verbindet	 es	 aber	 mit	 einer	 innovativen	 Filmästhetik	 und	 einem	 alltäglichen	 Marseille	 fern	 der	
altbekannten	 Filmorte.”	 Daniel	 Winkler,	 Transit	 Marseille:	 Filmgeschichte	 einer	 Mittelmeermetropole	
(Bielefeld:	transcript	Verlag,	2007),	291.	
520 	Angela	 Schanelec,	 “Marseille	 1.	 -	 10.	 März,”	 new	 filmkritik,	 March	 12,	 2002,	
http://filmkritik.antville.org/stories/22796/.	




idea	of	beauty,	 (interior)	 spaces	 are	 chosen	 in	 such	a	way	 that	one	 can	 imagine	 the	
human	 character(s)	 inhabiting	 them	 (first	 objective:	 authenticity),	 yet	 impersonal	
enough	to	not	become	self-explanatory	(second	objective:	ambiguity).	As	cameraman	
Reinhold	Vorschneider	explains,		
Die	 fotografische	 Dimension	 von	 Orten	 ist	 ein	 sehr	 wichtiges	
Entscheidungskriterium.	Dass	man	das	Gefühl	hat,	in	dem	Raum	kann	man	einen	
Auschnitt	 finden,	der	eine	Einstellung	werden	kann.	Das	heißt,	 das	der	Raum	
auch	 einen	 gewissen	 autonomen	 Impuls	 hat,	 unabhängig	 von	 der	 sozialen	
Definition,	 so	 dass	 es	 sozusagen	 wegen	 des	 Raumes	 zu	 einer	 Einstellung	
kommt.523		
In	 Schanelec’s	 cinema,	 locations	 are	 not	 only	 of	 rather	 quotidian	 character	 but	 also	
extremely	neutral	insofar	as	they	do	not	invite	for	symbolic	or	further	interpretations;	
rather	 than	 a	 matter	 of	 signification,	 the	 materiality	 of	 both	 the	 visual	 and	 sonic	
environment	 is	 revealed.	The	 treatment	of	 space	 thus	constitutes	an	 integral	part	of	








In	 the	 case	 of	Marseille,	 the	 director	 travelled	 to	 the	 French	 city	 and	 subsequently	
developed	the	screenplay	based	on	the	impressions	she	gained	from	her	ten-day	trip:	




































the	opening	credits	and	 the	half-hidden	city	map	which	Zelda	buys	 for	Sophie	 in	 the	
opening	 scene.	However,	 Sophie	 does	 not	 use	 the	map	of	Marseille,	 a	 fact	which	 is	
significant	insofar	as	she—as	much	as	Schanelec’s	film—does	not	seem	to	be	interested	
in	guidance,	let	alone	tourist	attractions,	but	rather	the	act	of	drifting	and	what	we	might	
call	 a	 subjective	 exploration	 of	 the	 city.	 As	 a	 consequence,	 the	 setting	 remains	
mysterious,	 akin	 to	 the	 opacity	 with	 regard	 to	 the	 human	 figure	 discussed	 in	 the	
previous	chapter.	Marseille’s	strangeness	results	primarily	from	the	absence	of	familiar	
sites,	 the	 often	 narrow	 and	 static	 framing,	 the	 avoidance	 of	 establishing	 or	 reverse	
																																																						
525 	Angela	 Schanelec	 in	 “‘Du	 musst	 dein	 Leben	 ändern’:	 Fragen	 zu	 Marseille,”	 Marseille	 press	 kit,	
http://www.peripherfilm.de/marseille/Presseheft%20Marseille%2019.04.04.pdf.	
526	We	may	understand	the	[un]picturesque	city	of	Marseille,	following	Giuliana	Bruno’s	description	of	a	










































By	 accompanying	 Sophie,	 the	 film	 creates	 a	 haptic	 experience	 of	 space	 through	 the	
protagonist’s	movements	and	a	double	mode	of	observation:	we	watch	how	Sophie	gets	
to	know	the	city,	and	in	so	doing,	we	also	explore	en	passant	the	spatial	environment.	
As	 Volker	 Pantenburg	 has	 described	 the	 twofold	 experience	 of	 observing	 Sophie	
observing	Marseille:		
Eine	halbe	Stunde	lang	bin	ich	allein	mit	jemandem,	der	allein	in	einer	fremden	
Stadt	 ist.	 Die	 langsame	 Annäherung,	 die	 sich	 zwischen	 Sophie	 und	Marseille	
abspielt,	bildet	deshalb	auch	das	Verhältnis	zwischen	mir	und	Sophie	ab.	Eine	













character	 and	 location	 with	 more	 attention.	 The	 visual	 experience	 of	 the	 physical	
environment	 is	 intensified	 by	 the	 ambient	 soundscapes	 of	Marseille,	 which	 consist	




of	 shots	 are	 static,	 yet	 it	 is	 the	 camera’s	motionlessness	which	 renders	 sensible	 the	
protagonist’s	motions.	In	addition,	the	depictions	of	Sophie’s	wanderings	through	the	
city	vary	 in	 terms	of	visual	composition,	alternating	between	proximity	and	distance,	
subjective	 and	 objective	 viewpoints,	 as	 well	 as	 different	 degrees	 of	 depth	 of	 field,	
variations	which	change	our	perception	of	space.	For	a	certain	length	of	time,	we	are	







low	 angle	 shot	 that	 follows,	 the	 spatial	 environment	 moves	 even	 more	 to	 the	
foreground;	the	image	displays	a	massive	stone	bridge,	and	in	the	background,	visible	





On	 the	 acoustic	 level,	 the	 persistent	 traffic	 noise	 of	 the	 previous	 scenes	 has	
transformed	into	clearly	discernible	sounds	of	birds	and	the	sea.	This	shot	in	particular,	










wachsen.	 Und	 dass	 sich	 damit	 der	 Eindruck	 von	 einem	 Bild,	 den	 man	 bekommt,	
sekündlich	 vertieft	wie	 ein	 Rinnsal,	 das	 sich	 in	 den	 Sand	 eingräbt.	Man	 inhaliert	 die	
Stadt.”528	Indeed,	it	is	precisely	because	of	these	non-dramatic	moments	of	visible	and	
audible	reality	that	Marseille	creates	a	strong	sense	of	place,	a	sensation	of	being	there.	
















photographer,	 explores	with	 curiosity;	 in	Berlin,	on	 the	other	hand,	which	 lacks	 that	
novelty	and	strangeness,	she	mostly	stays	inside,	apparently	trapped	in	old	habits	and	















sea	 waves	 as	 well	 as	 noises	 from	 activities	 on	 the	 beach—a	 ball	 game,	 screaming	
children,	a	barking	dog—reach	our	ears.	“Wie	der	Strand	und	das	Meer	klingen,”	Volker	







manchmal	 mit	 öffentlichen	 Verkehrsmitteln.	 Auf	 ihren	 Wegen	 und	 Gängen	
entsteht	ganz	nebenbei	eine	soziokulturelle	Landkarte	ihres	Stadtteils	[...].	
													 	 	 	 	 	 	 											ANKE	LEWEKE530	
	
Similarly	to	the	concentration	on	quotidian	urban	landscapes	in	Schanelec’s	Marseille,	







capital,	 particularly	 its	 Eastern	part.	 Instead,	ordinary	 spaces	 come	 to	 the	 fore,	 both	
visually	 and	 acoustically,	 revealing	 housing	 complexes,	 parks,	 streets,	 and	 above	 all,	
various	means	 and	 locations	 of	 the	 city’s	 public	 transport.	 Throughout	 the	 film,	 the	
camera	 extensively	 accompanies	 Deniz	 on	 her	 inner-city	 journeys,	 and	 in	 so	 doing,	
provides	us	with	numerous	displays	of	places	and	spaces	within	the	German	capital.	
At	the	beginning	of	Der	schöne	Tag,	Deniz,	the	female	protagonist,	stands	in	her	



















The	 first	 two	 parts	 of	 Arslan’s	 Berlin	 trilogy,	Geschwister	 and	Dealer,	 are	 set	











The	 choice	of	 the	protagonist’s	 apartment	 location	was	 intentional,	 and	 the	 starting	




space	 has	 been	 read	 by	 a	 number	 of	 scholars	 in	 terms	 of	 either	 ongoing	 restrictions	 or	 increasing	
possibilities	for	the	children	of	Turkish	 immigrants,	a	perspective	which,	 in	turn,	has	been	criticised	by	




ausgehend	 ihre	 Bewegungen	 durch	 die	 Stadt	 geplant	 werden	 mußten.	 […]	
Ausgehend	davon	wurden	schließlich	die	Wege	von	Deniz	genau	festgelegt.	Sie	
sollten	sich	nach	der	realen	Topographie	der	Stadt	richten.	Es	stört	mich	immer	






Arslan’s	 faithful	 attitude	 to	 the	 city’s	 real	 geography,	 identified	 elsewhere	 as	
topographical	 realism,533	stands	 in	 stark	 contrast	 to	 other	 turn-of-the-century	 Berlin	
films.	For	instance,	Tom	Tykwer’s	breakthrough	Lola	rennt	(Run	Lola	Run,	1998),	the	first	
















treatments	 of	 urban	 space,	 as	 Richard	Misek	 in	 his	 account	 of	 French	 director	 Eric	
																																																						
532 	Thomas	 Arslan	 in	 Gabriela	 Seidel,	 “Interview	 mit	 Thomas	 Arslan,”	 Im	 Schatten	 press	 kit,	
http://www.peripherfilm.de/imschatten/interview.htm.	(Quoted	in	Schick	2011)	
533 	Tobias	 Hering,	 “Irgendwo	 muss	 das	 Leben	 ja	 stattfinden,”	 Der	 Freitag,	 November	 23,	 2001,	
https://www.freitag.de/autoren/der-freitag/irgendwo-muss-das-leben-ja-stattfinden.	
534 	Tom	 Tykwer	 in	 “Run	 Lola	 Run:	 Director’s	 Statement,”	 Sony	 Pictures,	
http://www.sonypictures.com/classics/runlolarun/	 statement/statement_text.html.	 Notwithstanding	
the	 “um	 jeden	 lokalen	 Realismus	 unbesorgte	 Berlin”	 (Ekkehard	 Knörer),	 Lola	 rennt	 played	 a	 part	 in	
promoting	the	German	capital	and	contributed	to	its	rising	popularity	at	the	turn	of	the	21st	century.	







Rohmer’s	 La	 femme	de	 l’aviateur	 (The	Aviator’s	Wife,	1981)	and	Jacques	Rivette’s	Le	
Pont	du	Nord	(1981).	Penz	argues	that	the	two	films	not	only	display	different	areas	of	
the	city	but	also	deal	with	the	existing	geographical	space	in	particular	ways.536	Whereas	















city	 in	 Arslan’s	 film,	 just	 as	 in	 Schanelec’s	 Marseille,	 is	 highly	 defamiliarised	 and	
deemphasised,	 and	 therefore	 not	 easily	 recognisable	 (unless	 one	 knows	 Berlin	 very	
																																																						

















Yet,	 Arslan’s	 approach	 to	 urban	 space	 should	 not	 be	 reduced	 to	 the	 question	 of	
topographical	verisimilitude.	What	is	striking	not	only	in	Arslan’s	Der	schöne	Tag	but	in	
various	city	films	by	his	fellow	directors	is	the	relative	emptiness	of	the	public	spaces	
they	 feature,	 an	 emptiness	 which	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 diametrically	 opposed	 to	 the	
predominance	of	 the	 crowd	 in	early	 city	 films	 such	as	Walter	Ruttmann’s	Berlin:	Die	


















which	 Kracauer	 and	 other	 writers	 often	 emphasised	 in	 their	 discussions	 of	 (early)	
cinematic	representations	of	metropolitan	life.	Even	so,	Arslan’s	film	shows	the	city	(and	
the	 protagonist)	 in	 the	 process	 of	 constant	 flux	 and	 transformation.	 The	 fluid	 and	
transitory	 character	 of	 urban	 space	 (and	 life	 in	 general)	 is	 rendered	 sensible	 by	 the	
protagonist’s	movements,	 her	 frequent	 walks	 and	 journeys	 on	 the	 public	 transport.	
Moreover,	 the	 locations	 displayed	 in	Der	 schöne	 Tag	 are	 predominantly	 transitional	
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Their	 second	 chance	 encounter	 takes	 place	 on	 a	 further	 underground	 platform	 at	
Alexanderplatz,	 and	 this	 time	 they	 get	 together	on	 the	 train.	Here,	 again,	Deniz	 and	
Diego	exchange	looks—yet	no	words—in	the	coach,	changing	trains	and	following	each	
other,	 before	 reaching	 the	 Tiergarten,	 where	 they	 finally	 start	 a	 conversation.	 The	




the	 scenes	 that	 take	 place	 on	 metros,	 trams	 or	 trains),	 which	 actually	 forces	 us	 to	
observe	and,	as	in	Schanelec’s	Marseille,	listen;	the	whole	sequence	is	‘underscored’	by	
the	direct	sound	of	the	railway	system,	the	ordinary	noises	of	approaching	and	departing	
trains,	 the	 screeching	 of	 the	 railways,	 as	well	 as	 platform	 announcements.	 By	 these	












the	pattern	of	 the	bench.	Or	 take	 the	number	of	 shots	 in	which	Deniz	walks	 by	 the	





a	day	 in	 the	 life	of	Deniz,	 the	 female	protagonist.	 It	 is	 the	 kind	of	 city	 film	 to	which	
Geoffrey	Nowell-Smith’s	description	applies:	 “films	 in	which	 the	city	as	 it	 is	acts	as	a	
conditioning	 factor	on	 the	 fiction	precisely	by	 its	 recalcitrance	 and	 its	 inability	 to	be	
subordinated	 to	 the	 demands	 of	 the	 narrative.	 The	 city	 becomes	 a	 protagonist,	 but	
unlike	the	human	characters	it	is	not	a	fictional	one.”541	Even	though	Der	schöne	Tag	is	
very	 much	 centred	 on	 the	 human	 character,	 and	 can	 therefore	 be	 considered	 a	
‘monocular’	film	(Deniz	 is	present	 in	every	single	sequence),542	the	heroine’s	flânerie,	
her	strolls	and	rides,	give	Arslan	the	opportunity	to	show	various	locations	of	the	city.543	











the	 extremely	 long	walk	 of	 the	 young	 protagonist	 through	 the	 ruins	 of	 Berlin	 at	 the	 end	 of	 Roberto	
Rossellini’s	 Germania	 anno	 zero	 (Germany	 Year	 Zero,	 1947)	 arguably	 represents	 the	 most	 famous	
example.	On	 the	one	hand,	 the	walk	 in	Rossellini’s	 film	 through	 the	empty	and	damaged	city	 renders	
sensible	 the	 boy’s	 despair	 and	 solitariness	 within	 a	 hostile	 environment.	 But	 this	 sequence	 is	 also	 a	













Arslan’s	 appreciation	 for	 passageways,	 and	 his	 insistence	 that	 they	 should	 not	 be	




over	narration,	 their	 tendency	to	 integrate	non-dramatic	and	apparently	 insignificant	
elements	into	the	stories,	a	strategy	that	goes	hand	in	hand	with	deceleration.	Walking	





in	 European	 modernist	 cinema	 of	 the	 1950s	 and	 1960s,	 where	 emotional	
restraint	 began	 to	 suppress	 dramatic	 incident	 and	 the	 themes	 of	 alienation,	
isolation	and	boredom	usurped	the	weight	of	familiar	conflict.	An	aesthetic	of	
slow	 exaggerates	 this	 tendency	 toward	 de-dramatisation,	 draining	 emotional	
distance	and	narrative	obfuscation	even	further	by	extending	the	stretches	of	
temps	mort	and	subordinating	non-events	to	extended	duration	within	the	shot.	

















models,	 and	 now	 functions	 largely	 as	 a	 commercial	 area,	 including	 a	 shopping	mall,	
eateries	 as	well	 as	 several	 headquarters	 and	 branches	 of	 national	 and	 international	
companies.		
																																																						




the	 importance	 of	 location	 settings	 for	 the	 director’s	 approach,	 and	 suggests	 that	
Gespenster	 “confirms	 the	 centrality	 of	 space	 to	 his	 cinema.” 546 	In	 contrast	 to	 the	
majority	of	Petzold’s	films,	which—much	more	strongly	than	those	of	his	Berlin	School	







vorbei.” 547 	One	 major	 influence	 for	 Petzold	 with	 relation	 to	 the	 location	 was	 Joel	
Sternfeld’s	On	this	Site:	Landscape	in	Memoriam,	a	collection	of	photographs	displaying	
empty	spaces	in	the	United	States	where	some	time	ago	an	act	of	violence	has	taken	






Yet	 despite	 Petzold’s	 interest	 in	 the	 aftershock	 of	 events,	 the	 film	 is	 less	
preoccupied	 with	 the	 history	 of	 Potsdamer	 Platz	 but	 rather	 with	 its	 exemplary	
contemporary	status,	a	commercially	owned	public	space,	which	in	many	ways	seems	

















non-place,	 appears	 in	 almost	 all	 of	 Petzold’s	 films.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 these	 filmic	
inspections	 of	 hotels	 and	 other	 anonymous	 spaces	 can	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 form	of	 spatial	
critique.	Yet,	as	various	commentators	have	observed,	Petzold’s	(and	other	Berlin	School	
directors’)	 approaches	 to	 such	 non-places	 are	 more	 ambiguous,	 as	 the	 films	 draw	






area	 with	 a	 chequered	 history	 which	 is	 now	 largely	 used	 commercially—,	 does	 not	
highlight	Berlin’s	iconicity	and	referentiality.	In	fact,	Petzold’s	framing	of	these	locations	
clearly	works	against	recognisability.	For	instance,	when	the	French	couple	drives	by	the	
Siegessäule,	 a	 further	 famous	 landmark	 of	 the	 city,	 we	 only	 get	 a	 glimpse	 of	 the	





a	 non-identifiable	 place—in	 Deleuze’s	 terms,	 an	 any-space-whatever—,	 a	 deserted	
urban	landscape	and	‘home’	of	hotels,	chain	stores	and	less	specific	residential	buildings.	
Apart	from	the	absence	of	iconic	buildings,	the	de-familiarisation	effect	results	from	the	
strong	 fragmentation	 of	 space,	 the	 rather	 narrow	 framing	 and	 obstructing	 views,	
																																																						
549	Andrew	Webber	has	spotted	the	signpost	of	 the	Victory	Column,	which	during	the	breakfast	scene	
becomes	only	briefly	visible	 in	 the	top	 left	corner	of	 the	 frame,	yet	as	another	evidence	 for	 the	 film’s	
topographical	 opacity,	 not	 the	 entire	 name	 but	 only	 ‘gessäule’	 is	 displayed.	 See	 Andrew	 J.	 Webber,	
“Topographical	Turns:	Recasting	Berlin	in	Christian	Petzold’s	Gespenster,”	in	Debating	German	Cultural	
Identity	 since	 1989,	 ed.	 Anne	 Fuchs,	 Kathleen	 James-Chakraborty,	 and	 Linda	 Shortt	 (Rochester,	 N.Y.:	
Camden	House,	2011),	81.	
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This	 strategy	 dissociates	 itself	 from	 the	 common	 practice	 of	 establishing	
locations	by	means	of	wide	shots.	As	Petzold	has	explained	his	negative	attitude	towards	
such	postcard	displays	of	places,		
Ich	 mag	 es	 nicht,	 wenn	 filmische	 Orte	 erst	 mal	 in	 der	 Totale	 aufgenommen	
werden	wie	für	eine	Postkarte.	Der	Ort	muss	doch	mit	der	Inszenierung	zu	tun	














Even	 though	 the	 city	 is	 marked	 by	 the	 current	 socioeconomic	 situation—as	 in	 one	













explains,	 “die	 ich	 noch	 nirgendwo	 auf	 der	 Welt	 vernommen	 habe.	 Die	 Stadt	 ist	
wahnsinnig	 nah	 und	 gleichzeitig	 wahnsinnig	 weit	 weg.” 553 	The	 film	 highlights	 this	











pointed	 out,	 “auch	 andere	 alltägliche	 Orte	 […]	 wie	 ein	 Straßencafé	 oder	 ein	 H&M	
werden	 zu	 magischen,	 mythischen	 Räumen.”554 	The	 magic	 mysteriousness	 of	 these	
quotidian	spaces	also	raises	questions	about	the	film’s	temporality;	the	German	capital	
may	 be	 perceived,	 as	 Roger	 F.	 Cook	 et	 al.	 have	 suggested,	 as	 “partly	 today’s	 Berlin,	
insofar	as	it	is	under	construction,	but	[…]	also	tomorrow’s	postindustrial	city,	its	urban	
landscape	 a	 desert.” 555 	As	 a	 consequence,	 Berlin’s	 status	 (and	 our	 contemporary	











on	 their	walks	 and	 journeys,	 and	 in	 so	 doing,	 renders	 sensible	 their	 encounters	 and	
relations	with	the	urban	environment.	Thus,	the	films	of	Schanelec,	Arslan	and	Petzold	
provide	 us	 with	 a	 twofold	 experience	 of	 space;	 not	 only	 do	 they	 reveal	 the	 spatial	
environment,	 they	 also	 confront	 us	 with	 the	 protagonists’	 particular	 ways	 of	
experiencing	such	environment.		
According	 to	 Kristina	 Trolle	 and	 Fred	 Truninger,	 cinema	 by	 its	 very	 nature	 is	
capable	of	producing	a	sensory	experience	of	space.	Walking,	in	particular,	as	Trolle	and	












größere	 landschaftliche	 Räume	 körperlich	 zu	 erfassen.	 Man	 nimmt	 die	




landscapes.	 Thus,	 the	 characters’	 movements	 in	 the	 films	 of	 Arslan,	 Petzold	 and	
Schanelec	 are	 crucial	 insofar	 as	 the	 physicality	 of	 walking	 renders	 sensible	 the	









tends	 away	 from	 perspectivism	 and	 toward	 a	 tactile	 way	 of	 space.	 ‘Viewed’	 as	 this	
particular	 architectonics—a	 spatial	 navigation—the	 motion	 of	 moving	 pictures	 is	
revealed	 as	 an	 embodiment	 of	 space	 that	 approaches	 the	 feeling	 of	 the	 haptic.”560	
Bruno	terms	her	haptic	interpretation	of	cinematic	travelling	as	“site-seeing”	(instead	of	
sightseeing),	which	she	explains	as	follows:		
Siteseeing	 signals	 a	 shift	 in	 film	 theory	 away	 from	 its	 focus	 on	 sight	 towards	
constructing	 a	 theory	 of	 site—a	 cartography,	 that	 is,	 of	 film’s	 position	 in	 the	
terrain	of	spatial	arts	and	practices.	[….]	Many	aspects	of	the	moving	image—for	
example,	 the	acts	of	 inhabiting	and	 traversing	 space—could	not	be	explained	
within	the	framework	of	theories	of	the	eye.	Locked	within	a	fixed	gaze,	the	film	
spectator	was	turned	into	a	voyeur.	Speaking	of	siteseeing	implies	that,	because	














What	 Bruno	 suggest	 here	 is	 that	 the	 filmic	 experience	 of	 space	 cannot	 be	 fully	
understood	by	the	sense	of	vision.	Bruno’s	notion	of	the	film	spectator	as	a	traveller—a	
voyageur/voyaguese—can	 be	 traced	 back	 to	 Kracauer’s	 account	 of	 embodied	
spectatorship,	in	which	he	compares	the	activity	of	film	viewing	with	flânerie:	
And	 how	 do	 films	 gratify	 the	 isolated	 individual’s	 longings?	 He	 recalls	 the	
nineteenth-century	flaneur	(with	whom	he	has	otherwise	little	in	common)	in	his	
susceptibility	 to	 the	 transient	 real-life	 phenomena	 that	 crowd	 the	 screen.	
According	 to	 the	 testimony	 available,	 it	 is	 their	 flux	 which	 affects	 him	most	
strongly.	 Along	 with	 the	 fragmentary	 happenings	 incidental	 to	 them,	 these	
phenomena—taxi	 cabs,	 buildings,	 passers-by,	 inanimate	 objects,	 faces—
presumably	stimulate	his	senses	and	provide	him	with	stuff	for	dreaming.	Bar	
interiors	 suggest	 strange	 adventures;	 improvised	 gatherings	 hold	 out	 the	
promise	 of	 fresh	 human	 contacts;	 sudden	 shifts	 of	 scene	 are	 pregnant	 with	
unforeseeable	possibilities.562	
As	 we	 can	 see,	 both	 Bruno	 and	 Kracauer	 draw	 attention	 to	 cinema’s	 affinity	 with	
mobility	and	travelling,	as	well	as	the	strong	sensory	effects	this	cinematic	flânerie	has	
on	 the	 spectator.	 But	 whereas	 Kracauer’s	 conception	 of	 spectatorship,	 though	
understood	 as	 bodily	 and	 kinetic,	 was	 still	 centred	 on	 the	 act	 of	 viewing,	 Bruno’s	





space—has	 been	 predominantly	 seen	 as	 a	male	 figure,	 his	 female	 counterpart—the	
















strollers	who	 are	 the	 protagonists	 in	 the	 films	 of	 Arslan,	 Schanelec	 and	 Petzold.	But	













attention	 to	 the	 familiar	 spatial	 surroundings,	 Sophie	 thus	 carefully	 observes	 the	
unknown	city.	As	she	moves	rather	tentatively	through	an	unfamiliar	environment,	the	
observational	camera	accompanies	her	in	a	similar	way,	mostly	from	a	certain	distance,	





characters	 in	 Petzold’s	 Gespenster	 are	 female	 strollers	 in	 the	 city.	 However,	 unlike	
Sophie	in	Marseille	and	Deniz	in	Der	schöne	Tag,	Nina	and	Toni	can	hardly	be	considered	
flâneuses,	immersed	but	detached	observers	of	the	city.	Whereas	Sophie	explores	the	
French	 city	 with	 awareness,	 a	 consequence	 of	 both	 her	 role	 as	 a	 stranger	 and	 her	




565 	Susan	 Sontag	 has	 described	 the	 photographer	 as	 “an	 armed	 version	 of	 the	 solitary	 walker	




spatial	environment.566	This	disregard	can	be	 seen	as	a	 result	of	 their	ghostly	 status,	
which	arises,	 in	 turn,	 from	 their	precarious	economic	 situation.	As	 Jaimey	Fisher	has	
correctly	 observed,	 “Nina	 and	 Toni	 wander	 around	 these	 historically	 overburdened	
spaces	 without	 even	 acknowledging,	 let	 alone	 engaging,	 with	 the	 many	 historical	
Schaustellen	 (viewing	 sights)	 that	 have	 been	 staged	 for	 visitors.	 They	 have,	 instead,	


















lack	 of	 theoretical	 reflection	 in	 his	 course	 of	 study	 at	 the	 Hochschule	 für	 Film	 und	
















up	 by	 interviews	 with	 and	 single	 essays	 by	 international	 filmmakers—among	 them,	
many	Berlin	School	directors—,	which	aim	to	discuss	approaches	to	filmmaking	outside	
of,	 or	 in	 opposition	 to,	 mainstream	 cinema.	 In	 addition	 to	 the	 magazine	 Revolver,	
Hochhäusler	has	his	own	blog,	Parallelfilm,	where	he	shares	his	views	on	a	variety	of	
aspects	 of	 filmmaking	 and	 the	 medium	 film,	 reflections	 which	 frequently	 point	 to	




be	measured	 against	 life.	 It	 could	 be	 said:	 A	 film	 is	 an	 instrument	 in	 the	 process	 of	
producing	reality.	It	is	therefore	part	of	a	social	context.	The	basic	question	is:	What	is	
real?	Each	attempt	at	replying	is	a	personal	commitment.”570	Hochhäusler	here	draws	


















fiktional	 zu	 bearbeiten	 und	 in	 Literatur,	 Film,	 bildende	 Kunst	 zu	 verwandeln	 gilt,	 um	 sie	 ästhetisch	
begreifen	 und	 loswerden	 zu	 lernen.	 Vielleicht	 bedeutet	 ‘habhaft	 werden’	 genau	 dies—eine	 absurd	
vorläufig	bleibende,	 immer	vom	Verschwinden	bedrohte	Wirklichkeit	 sich	 (wieder)	anzueignen,	 indem	
man	sie	erzählend	von	sich	selber	berichten	lässt.	Ihr	eine	Geschichte	unter	so	vielen	anderen	Geschichten	






sei	 gewissermassen	 unterbelichtet.	 Natürlich	 gibt	 es	 zahllose	 Filme,	 die	 hier	







other	 aspects,	 not	 taking	 seriously	 cinematic	 space:	 “Das	 ganze	 wird	 im	 schmalen	















mich	an	der	Architektur	nicht	 interessiert,	 im	Film	nicht	vorkommt—oder	 in	anderer	
Form,”574	and	 in	 1996,	 after	 several	 assistantships	 in	 film	productions,	 he	 eventually	
started	to	study	film	direction	in	Munich.		
																																																						
571 	Christoph	 Hochhäusler,	 “Berlin	 filmen,”	 Revolver-Blog,	 May	 5,	 2012,	 http://revolver-
film.blogspot.co.uk/2012/05/berlin-filmen.html.	








concern	 with	 space	 into	 his	 films.	 As	 Hochhäusler	 has	 suggested,	 cinema	 and	
architecture,	 on	an	abstract	 level,	 share	 a	 kinship	 insofar	 as	both	 can	be	 considered	
spatial	expressions	that	aim	to	picture	life	and	create	different	models	of	the	world.575	
This	shared	preoccupation	is	especially	true	with	respect	to	the	work	of	Hochhäusler;	
indeed,	 we	 can	 regard	 his	 cinematic	 attitude	 as	 architectural	 because	 of	 his	 films’	
attentiveness	 to	 social	 and	 architectonic	 space,	 their	 attempt	 to	 render	 visible	 and	
sensible	human	experience	of	the	spatial	environment.	The	director’s	spatial	approach	
manifests	itself,	moreover,	by	his	conviction	“that	cinema	works	by	means	of	the	gaze.	
The	 gaze	 is	 something	 that	 goes	 into	 the	 room.	 The	 image,	 in	 contrast,	 is	 two-
dimensional.”576		




of	 the	borderland	with	Poland,	Falscher	Bekenner	 examines	 the	 spaces	between	 the	
young	protagonist’s	single-family	home	in	a	suburban	neighbourhood	and	the	nearby	
Autobahn,	 the	 German	 non-place	 par	 excellence.	 Following	 the	 rather	 peripheral	
settings—suburbs	and	wastelands—of	Milchwald	and	Falscher	Bekenner,	Unter	dir	die	
Stadt	takes	us	to	the	financial	district	of	Frankfurt.	In	this	film,	social	and	architectonic	
space	 becomes	 even	 more	 essential,	 by	 means	 of	 both	 the	 camera’s	 adherence	 to	
surfaces	and	what	we	may	call	the	spatialization	of	human	experience.		
Similarly	 to	 the	other	 films	discussed	 in	 this	 study,	Unter	dir	 die	 Stadt,	which	
premiered	in	Cannes	in	the	section	‘Un	certain	regard’	in	2010—the	director’s	second	
invitation	to	the	festival	after	Falscher	Bekenner—sets	out	to	disclose	the	world	we	live	
in.	 Yet,	 Unter	 dir	 die	 Stadt	 distinguishes	 itself	 from	 what	 I	 have	 called	 the	 micro-
approaches	 to	 urban	 space	 of	 Schanelec’s	Marseille,	 Arslan’s	 Der	 schöne	 Tag	 and	
Petzold’s	Gespenster	 insofar	as	 it	pursues	a	bigger	objective,	namely	to	shed	 light	on	
present	 forms	of	 capitalism	and	 the	current	human	condition	 (in	Western	 societies).	
Hochhäusler’s	film	reveals	a	sphere	of	our	daily	(economic)	realities	we	are	less	familiar	
																																																						








more	 classical	 and	 metaphorical	 narrative;	 in	 fact,	 it	 provides	 us	 with	 an	 almost	
conventional	point	of	departure.	On	the	surface,	Unter	dir	die	Stadt	can	be	described	as	





knowing	of	 the	danger	 of	 the	 situation:	 his	 predecessor	was	 kidnapped	 and	brutally	
killed).		
The	starting	point	for	Hochhäusler’s	film	was	the	biblical	tale	of	King	David	and	
Bathsheba.	 In	 this	 Old	 Testamentary	 story,	 Israelite	 King	 David	 seduces	 a	 married	
woman	 named	 Bathsheba	 and	 makes	 her	 pregnant.	 After	 a	 failed	 attempt	 at	
camouflage,	 David	 uses	 his	 power	 to	 command	 the	 murder	 of	 Uriah,	 Bathsheba’s	
husband	and	soldier	in	the	royal	army,	by	isolating	him	from	his	troop.	The	legend	about	
the	monarch	who	makes	use	of	his	discretionary	power	for	reasons	of	love	and/or	desire	





Yet,	 this	 initial	 scenario	 is	 only	 the	 starting	 point	 for	 the	 film’s	 dispassionate	
examination	of	the	environment	of	investment	banking.	Even	though	we	may	perceive	
Unter	dir	die	Stadt	 in	the	context	of	the	financial	crisis,	which	in	2008	arose	from	the	
collapse	 of	 the	 US-housing	 bubble,	 and	 its	 catastrophic	 global	 aftermath,	 the	 films’	
concern	clearly	goes	beyond	an	attempt	to	come	to	terms	with	these	events.578	Since	







essentially	 abstract	 (in	 comparison	 with	 the	 ‘real,’	 that	 is	 production-orientated,	
economy),	a	filmmaker	willing	to	grasp	this	environment	faces	the	challenge	to	find	ways	
of	visualising	this	abstraction.	Hochhäusler’s	film	seems	to	be	less	concerned	with	an	
authentic	 portrayal	 of	 this	milieu	 but	 rather	 aims	 to	 render	 visible	 and	 sensible	 this	
world(view)	and	the	overall	consequences	which	arise	from	its	practices	and	ways	of	
thinking,	 a	 world	 of	 fictionalised	 (thus	 unreliable)	 narratives	 and	 abstract	 (thus	







buildings	 where	 the	 protagonists	 reside,	 which	 confronts	 us	 not	 only	 with	 the	
ambiguous	material	texture	of	Frankfurt’s	steel-and-glass	architecture	but	also	reveals	
how	spaces	and	buildings	shape	people’s	lives	and	experiences.		
Frankfurt,	 the	 country’s	 largest	 financial	 centre	 (and	 the	 second-largest	 in	
Europe),	 is	 the	 only	 German	 city	 with	 a	 proper	 skyline,	 and	 is	 therefore	 nicknamed	
Mainhattan	 (a	 portmanteau	 term	 composed	 of	Main,	 the	 river	 on	which	 the	 city	 is	
situated,	and	Manhattan).	Yet,	Hochhäusler	refuses	to	show	us	the	overfamiliar	skyline	
of	 the	 city,	 ‘landmark	 Frankfurt,’	which	 is	 displayed	 as	 a	 background	 in	nearly	 every	
(television)	 film	 located	 in	 Frankfurt.	 Alasdair	 King	 has	 pointed	 to	 the	 substantial	
differences	 between	 common	 representations	 of	 finance	 capitalism	 in	 mainstream	











Hochhäusler’s	 film	 is	 an	 examination	 of	 a	 location	 and	 its	 architecture;	 the	










While	 the	 spatial	 environment	 in	 Unter	 dir	 die	 Stadt	 is	 revealed	 in	 purely	
cinematic	terms,	Frankfurt	is	also	addressed	on	a	discursive	level,	mostly	in	relation	to	
other	places,	which	highlights	 the	 city’s	 generic	 or	 global	 character,	 a	 (non-)place	of	
global-acting	financial	institutions	which,	unlike	production-based	industries	(at	least	in	
a	prior	 stage	of	 capitalism),	are	not	dependent	on	an	actual	 location.	While	Svenja’s	
husband	mentions	the	close	resemblance	between	his	current	and	previous	workplaces	
in	 Frankfurt	 and	 Houston,	 Cordes	 refers	 to	 the	 complete	 indistinguishability	 of	 his	
London	 and	 Frankfurt	 offices	 (including	 even	 the	 same	paintings),	 an	 observation	 at	






Remarks	 on	 The	 City	 Below”	 (German	 Screen	 Studies	 Network	 Symposium—The	 Return	 of	 the	 Real:	
Realism	and	Everyday	Life	in	Contemporary	German-language	Film,	King’s	College	London,	July	4,	2013).	














from	 an	 airplane	 hovering	 above	 the	 clouds	 (the	 land	 on	 the	 ground	 is	 hardly	
recognisable),583	the	following	viewpoint	stems	from	an	ascending	glass	elevator,	which	














pro-filmic	 reality,	which	 is	 used	 in	Hochhäusler’s	 approach	 to	point	 to	 the	uncertain	
status	 of	 reality	 and	 (filmic)	 images.	 Among	 the	 films	 discussed	 in	 this	 study,	
Hochhäusler’s	Unter	 dir	 die	 Stadt	 is	 arguably	 less	 influenced	 by	 cinematic	 practices	
traditionally	associated	with	(documentary)	realism	with	respect	to	the	use	of	camera,	

















A	major	 theme	both	 in	 photography	 and	 production	 design	was	 “reflection,”	




even	more	unreal	 feeling	 by	 using	white	 carpets.	 They	 create	 this	weightless	
feeling	when	you	look	down	on	the	city	from	the	27th	floor.585	
The	 surface	 character	 of	 (post)modern	 glass-and-steel	 architecture,	 the	 relation	
between	its	supposed	transparency	(an	assurance	of	the	citizens’	control	of	power)	and	
factual	 opacity,	 is	 a	 recurrent	motif	 throughout	 the	 film,	 as	 can	 be	 observed	 in	 the	
various	shots	of	the	corporate	skyscrapers	from	the	outside.	In	fact,	these	glassy	‘palaces	










Cordes,	 the	 film’s	male	 protagonist,	 but	 also	 familiarises	 us	with	 the	 gestures,	 facial	
expressions	 and	 the	 German-English	 phraseology	 of	 Germany’s	 (male)	 business	
executives.	During	their	conversation,	the	camera	closely	observes	the	managers’	facial	
expressions,	 yet	 some	 of	 the	 deliberately	 framed	 shots	 also	 make	 us	 aware	 of	 the	
environment	behind	the	large	window	façade	and	the	sheer	altitude	of	the	skyscraper.	
Indeed,	 it	 is	 particularly	 the	 vertical	 spatial	 relationship	 between	 the	 high-ranking	












After	 Cordes	 has	 expressed	 his	 support	 for	 the	 deal	 (“Es	 wird	 ein	 bisschen	

















different	 perceptions	 of	 the	 city	 and	 its	 high-rise	 buildings,	 inhabited	by	 the	 finance	
industry,	viewpoints	which	often	highlight	the	dividing	lines	of	power	inside/outside	and	
above/below.587	Marco	Abel	is	therefore	right	in	highlighting	“how	the	film	constantly	





reality,	 a	 process	 which	 demands,	 as	 he	 suggests,	 the	 active	 involvement	 of	 the	
spectator	 (rather	 than	 facilitating	 their	 passive	 immersion):	 “Man	 muss	 die	 Welt	
																																																						
587	The	metaphorical	component	is	sometimes	overstressed;	for	instance,	when	the	promotion	prospects	






Hochhäusler’s	 remark	 recalls	 Alexander	 Kluge’s	 famous	 slogan	 that	 the	 actual	 film	
comes	into	being	in	the	spectator’s	head.	(In	fact,	Hochhäusler	has	mentioned	Kluge	as	
an	important	influence.)	“Der	Ausdruck,”	Kluge	writes,	“verdichtet	sich	nicht	im	Material	
selbst,	 sondern	entsteht	 im	Kopf	des	 Zuschauers	 aus	den	Bruchstellen	 zwischen	den	
filmischen	 Ausdruckselementen.” 590 	Kluge’s	 emphasis	 on	 the	 viewer’s	 active	
participation	in	the	filmic	process,	however,	should	not	be	understood	as	a	plea	for	open	
images,	as	elaborated	in	chapter	3,	but	forms	part	of	his	dialectical	agenda	(influenced	




combination	 of	 images)	 in	 Unter	 dir	 die	 Stadt	 are;	 do	 they	 impose	 a	 particular	
understanding,	 or	 do	 they	 convey,	 in	 Kracauer’s	 words,	 a	 multiplicity	 of	 possible	
meanings?	 It	 seems	as	 if,	with	 the	high-angle	 shots	and	 the	arrangement	of	 images,	
Hochhäusler	intends	to	evoke	specific	associations	in	the	spectator,	as	the	question	of	
power	relations	along	the	axis	above/below	and	inside/outside	is	clearly	emphasised.	
Moreover,	 the	 recurrent	 display	 of	 reflecting	 glass	 throughout	 the	 film,	 suggests	 a	
symbolic	 reading	 of	 the	 alleged	 (yet	 opaque)	 transparency.	 Considering	 the	 milieu	
portrayed	in	the	film,	these	deceptive	surfaces	may	be	interpreted,	as	Cristina	Nord	has	
suggested,	 as	 a	 metaphor	 for	 the	 deceptions	 and	 delusions	 of	 prevailing	 neoliberal	
doctrines.		
Hochhäusler	 appears	 to	 endorse	 such	 political	 readings.	 With	 respect	 to	 his	
feature	Milchwald,	Hochhäusler	has	stated	that	he	“take[s]	great	pleasure	 in	reading	
signs.	For	instance,	the	unfinished	house	in	which	the	family	lives,	etc.:	all	of	these	are	
signs	 that	 the	 viewer	 is	 supposed	 to	 read	 and	 that	 one	 can	 and	 should	 read	
politically.”591	In	this	context,	we	can	also	understand	Hochhäusler’s	aspirations	“to	find	
																																																						
589	Christoph	Hochhäusler	 in	“Die	Welt	 zur	Kenntlichkeit	entstellen:	Ein	 Interview	mit	den	Regisseuren	









Yet	notwithstanding	 the	director’s	 intentions	 and	 the	 symbolic	or	meaningful	
overtones	of	certain	shots	(or	combination	of	shots),	the	film’s	material	approach,	its	
concentration	 on	 surfaces,	 opens	 up	 examinations	 of	 the	 spatial	 environment.	
Throughout	 the	 film,	 we	 are	 constantly	 confronted	 with	 displays	 of	 unidentified	
buildings	and	places,	permitting	us	views	from	a	great	variety	of	angles	and	positions.	
































In	 this	 thesis,	 I	 have	 explored	 the	 contemporaneity	 of	 Siegfried	 Kracauer’s	 material	
aesthetics	 as	 developed	 in	 his	 Theory	 of	 Film:	 The	 Redemption	 of	 Physical	 Reality,	
suggesting	the	book’s	ongoing	relevance	for	the	examination	of	contemporary	realist	
filmmaking	 by	 looking	 closely	 at	 selected	 films	 associated	with	 the	Berlin	 School.	 As	
explained	in	the	introduction	and	at	the	beginning	of	the	first	chapter,	I	have	chosen	my	
case	 studies	 for	 their	 strong	 adherence	 to	 the	 material	 world,	 which	 strikes	 me	 as	
making	them	ideally	suited	for	discussions	in	relation	to	Kracauer’s	distinctive	approach	
to	film.		
The	 first	 chapter	 aimed	 to	 introduce	Kracauer’s	Theory	 of	 Film.	 Particularly,	 I	
emphasised	 the	 book’s	 central	 argument	 for	 cinema’s	 exclusive	 potential	 for	 (re-
)experiences	of	physical	reality.	This	claim,	I	have	suggested,	is	based	first,	on	the	idea	
of	photographic	media’s	genuine	relationship	with	reality	and,	second,	on	the	sensory	
and	 somatic	 nature	 of	 film	 spectatorship.	 As	 I	 have	 shown	moreover,	 the	medium’s	
revelatory	 power,	 its	 capacity	 to	 render	 visible	 the	material	 world	 is	 understood	 by	
Kracauer	not	as	simply	given	but	as	something	that	needs	to	be	achieved;	it	entails	a	
strong	adherence	to	the	material	world	on	the	part	of	the	filmmaker.	
The	 second	 chapter,	 too,	 was	 of	 an	 introductory	 nature:	 it	 focussed	 on	
familiarising	us	with	a	group	of	German	directors	who	have	become	known	as	the	Berlin	











(2010).	 Aside	 from	 my	 film	 examinations,	 I	 took	 into	 account	 statements	 from	 the	
	 246	
directors	 in	 order	 to	 highlight	 their	 attitudes	 to	 the	medium	 and	 its	 relation	 to	 the	
material	world.		
In	 the	 third	 chapter,	 I	 examined	 the	 Berlin	 School	 films’	 adherence	 to	 the	
material	world	with	 regard	 to	 their	employment	of	 camerawork,	 lighting	and	 sound.	
First,	I	drew	attention	to	the	fact	that	Kracauer	conceptualises	physical	reality	as	at	once	
given	and	constructed	(not	only	can	it	be	recorded	by	the	camera	but	it	also	needs	to	be	





techniques	 and	 devices	 such	 as	 camerawork,	 framing	 and	 sound).	 By	 virtue	 of	 their	
combination	 of	 preserving	 and	 constructing	 elements,	 these	 films	 create	 ambiguous	
experiences	of	the	visible	and	audible	world,	and	thus	support	the	associative	qualities	
that	are	inherent	in	filmic	images	and	sounds.		
The	 ambiguous	 character	 of	 physical	 reality	 as	 well	 as	 the	 Berlin	 School	






human	 characters	 is	 achieved	 by	 a	 combination	 of	 strategies,	 including	 a	 restrained	
performance	mode,	the	strong	reduction	of	speech	and	the	near	absence	of	facial	close-
ups.	 By	 these	 means,	 Berlin	 School	 films	 withhold	 psychological	 identification	 with	
human	figures;	we	are	therefore	thrown	back	on	their	rather	ambiguous	corporeality.	
In	 the	 final	 chapter,	 I	 drew	 attention	 to	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 spatial	
environment	in	Berlin	School	films.	Two	further	aspects	of	Theory	of	Film	served	as	the	
starting	 point	 for	 discussion:	 first,	 Kracauer’s	 preoccupation	 with	 non-dramatic	 and	























form	of	counter-historiography,	addressed	as	much	 to	 the	present	as	 to	 the	past),	 it	
means	a	(temporary)	departure	from	the	stories	set	in	the	here	and	now	of	reunified	
Germany	that	have	been	the	core	of	Berlin	School	cinema.		
Over	 the	 last	 few	 years,	 we	 can	 observe,	 moreover,	 a	 greater	 aesthetic	
differentiation	of	 the	 individual	approaches	by	 filmmakers	associated	with	 the	Berlin	
School,	 some	 of	 whom	 have	 (recently)	 worked	 with	 established	 genres	 (or	 genre	
elements)	 such	 as	 westerns	 (Arslan),	 thrillers	 (Arslan,	 Hochhäusler,	 Petzold),	






to	date.	Back	 in	2005,	Petzold	 stated	 that	he	 “weiß	gar	nicht,	wie	man	historische	Stoffe	dreht—eine	
Kutsche	oder	auch	einen	Nazi	filmen.”	Christian	Petzold	in	Rüdiger	Suchsland,	“‘Ein	Roman	hält	uns	heute	






Arslan,	Petzold,	and	Schanelec,	 it	 gradually	 came	 to	encompass	a	great	many	
other	 directors,	 including	 me.	 Because	 each	 critic	 counts	 differently	 and	
identifies	 different	 stylistic	 features	 as	 typical,	 various	 subsets	 have	 been	





more	 to	 defy	 expectations,	 a	 development	 that	 I	 find	 both	 necessary	 and	
liberating.	School	is	out,	and	I	am	eager	to	see	what	comes	next.595	
Hochhäusler’s	statement	from	2013	seems	to	be	even	more	accurate	today.	Considering	
the	 latest	 releases	 from	Berlin	 School	 directors—Hochhäusler’s	Die	 Lügen	der	 Sieger	
(The	Lies	of	the	Victors,	2014),	the	director’s	second	thriller	about	deceptive	practices	in	
the	economic	sphere	after	Unter	dir	die	Stadt;	Christian	Petzold’s	contributions	to	the	
TV	 crime	 series	 Polizeiruf	 110	 (Kreise	 [2015]	 and	 Wölfe	 [2016],	 a	 third	 film	 is	 in	
preparation);	and	Maren	Ade’s	unexpected	success	comedy	(or	rather,	comedic	father-
daughter	 drama)	 Toni	 Erdmann	 (2016)—,	 the	 differences	 between	 their	 always	
distinctive	works	have	certainly	become	more	obvious.	
	 In	 view	 of	 the	 Berlin	 School	 director’s	 openness	 towards	 historical	 subject	
matters	and	genre	frameworks,	the	question	arises	how	a	Kracauerian	reading	of	these	
films	 might	 look.	 In	 Theory	 of	 Film,	 Kracauer’s	 attitude	 to	 history	 films	 and	 genre	
becomes	 apparent	 both	 explicitly	 and	 implicitly.	 Films	 with	 historical	 subjects	 are	
disapproved	 of	 particularly	 for	 their	 contradicting	 of	 the	medium’s	 affinity	 with	 the	
unstaged	(one	of	cinema’s	major	differences	to	the	theatre).	For	Kracauer,	period	films	
fundamentally	disregard	this	affinity,	as	the	reconstruction	of	bygone	times	by	means	
of	 costumes,	 props	 and	décor	 is	 necessarily	 theatrical.	 “Unlike	 the	 immediate	 past,”	
Kracauer	writes,	“the	historical	past	must	be	staged	in	terms	of	costumes	and	settings	
completely	 estranged	 from	 present-day	 life.	 Consequently,	 it	 is	 inevitable	 that	 any	








day	 actors	 in	 ancient	 dresses	 and	 décors),	 and	 in	 so	 doing,	 hampers	 the	 spectator’s	
imaginative	encounter	with	the	material	phenomena	on	screen.		
In	 fact,	 the	 paradoxes	 of	 the	 costume	 film	 can	 still	 be	 observed	 nowadays,	
including	 in	 the	 afore-mentioned	 films	 by	 Arslan	 and	 Petzold	 (though	 the	 frictions	
caused	by	these	inconsistencies	might	be	partly	intended/welcomed	by	the	directors	as	
an	anti-illusionary	element).	Kracauer’s	notion	of	unstaged	reality,	however,	should	not	







While	 costume	 films	 are	 criticised	 in	 Theory	 of	 Film	 for	 their	 profound	







despite	 melodrama’s	 rootedness	 in	 the	 theatrical	 story,	 he	 emphasises	 the	 genre’s	
potential,	arguing	that	“[t]he	sensational	incidents	which	melodrama	emphasizes	reach	
deep	into	the	physical	world	and	go	together	with	a	plot	too	loose	or	crude	to	affect	the	










for	Hitchcock’s	 approach,	 Kracauer	 argues,	 since	 thrillers	 “precisely	 because	 of	 their	
insignificance	 […]	 permit	 him	 to	 highlight	 […]	 moments	 of	 photographable	 reality	
without	 any	 regard	 for	 the	obligations	which	 intrigues	with	 substantive	 issues	might	
impose	upon	him.”599		
As	we	can	see,	 from	Kracauer’s	perspective	there	 is	a	 fundamental	difference	
between	 historical	 films	 and	 genre	 frameworks	 with	 regard	 to	 their	 potential	 for	
experiences	of	the	present-day	world.	Therefore,	even	if	one	can	find	evidence	of	the	
Berlin	 School	 directors’	 attentiveness	 to	 the	 physical	 world	 also	 in	 their	 films	 with	


























schools.	 Future	 enquiries	 into	 the	 contemporaneity	 of	 Kracauer’s	 conception	 of	 the	
medium	could	examine,	moreover,	the	current	possibilities	and	necessities	for	cinematic	
experiences	of	the	material	world,	not	only	in	relation	to	the	medium’s	technological	














view,	 Kracauer’s	 affinities	 can	 be	 related	 to	 the	 indeterminacy	 of	 both	 material	




of	 Kracauer’s	 strong	 disapproval;	 in	 letters	 to	 Theodor	 W.	 Adorno,	 he	 harshly	
condemned	Resnais’s	 film	 as	 “eine	Ausgeburt	 von	 Langeweile”601	from	a	 “would-be-
artist.”602	While	Kracauer’s	plea	 for	an	 ‘artless’	 cinema	“does	not	 imply	 that	 camera-















at	 the	 beach,	 the	 female	 protagonist	 is	 displayed	 in	 the	 far	 background;	 she	 is	 only	
discernible	because	of	her	yellow	dress,	and	otherwise	almost	becomes	one	with	the	
spatial	environment	(Fig.	34).	On	the	soundtrack,	we	hear	the	waves	of	the	sea.	A	cut,	a	
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